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Abstract
On November 8, 2016, businessman and mogul Donald J. Trump won the U.S. presidential
election, sending shockwaves across the country given that polls indicated that Secretary of State
Hillary Rodham Clinton would win the election. On U.S. college campuses, students reacted to
the election win, and for LGBTQ+ undergraduate students, their marginalized identity was
negatively impacted by Trump’s win because of his rhetoric towards this population. Colleges
and universities responded to the 2016 election results by sending out communications to affirm
their mission and values for all their constituents, but this response was perceived as not
supporting by LGBTQ+ undergraduate students. This phenomenological, qualitative study
investigated the retrospective experiences of LGBTQ+ undergraduate students on the night of the
2016 election and how they perceived university support before, during, and after the event.
Using minority stress, a theory developed in 1995 by Ilan Meyer as the theoretical framework,
participants were interviewed to address how they experienced election night and how Trump’s
win to the presidency impact their college-going career and beyond. Findings indicate that
LGBTQ+ undergraduate students were negatively impacted by Trump’s win and they witnessed
a lack of university support towards their marginalized identity.

Keywords: Trump, LGBTQ+, presidential election, university support, political engagement
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Chapter 1: Introduction
“I was in complete shock…I could not understand what was happening in front of me…and then
I started to kind of think to myself like what it meant...so many people just saw and heard these
racist things that were coming out of his mouth. And in the voting booth, hit his button, like
easily.” -Chris
Background and Context
According to the American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) (n.d.), the
2016 U.S. presidential election polls were surprising, particularly given the efficacy and
accuracy of U.S. election polls historically. Polls at the national level had indicated the
Democratic party nominee Secretary Hillary Rodham Clinton would win by 3 percentage points
to her Republican party competitor Donald J. Trump (AAPOR, n.d.). And while these polls were
accurate, the under-estimation of the polls at the state level and final week decisions of voters in
swing states led to the misreading of polls by many analysts and an overall sense of shock after
election night (AAPOR, n.d.).
On the morning of November 9, 2016, the day after the 2016 Presidential election,
Americans across the country awoke to a myriad of headlines that either pleased or disappointed
them when it came to learning of the official results. The Los Angeles Times headline read
“Stunning Trump win: He takes key states from Clinton, defying polls”; the Denver Post
headline “It’s Trump”; and Montgomery Advertiser, with a large picture of a smiling then
President-elect Trump that covered the entire front page, simply wrote “Believe it” (AbadSantos, 2016). Trump’s campaign was filled with harsh rhetoric and discourse on the vision of
“America First” and how that could be interpreted for the future for many marginalized
communities in the United States. The juxtaposition between those that voted for Trump and
those that did not were obvious: “Make America Great Again” provided a hope for change that
many Americans wanted to see in their new administration, whereas for others, the fear and

angst of a new America brought worry and uncertainty (Deruy et al., 2016). This fear was
especially true for LGBTQ+ voters who, according to exit polls, voted 78% to 14% in favor for
the Democratic Party nominee Hillary Rodham Clinton (Chibbaro Jr., 2016). This margin
demonstrated that the ideals of Clinton and her platform were more accepted among LGBTQ+
Americans and that a Trump election and administration could further marginalize their identity
in the national political landscape.
As the country was dealing with the results and bracing for a new administration to take
control, U.S. colleges and universities were working on messages to send to their constituents
and provide support. In 2018, the Pew Research Center on U.S. Politics & Policy had conducted
an examination of the 2016 electorate based on validated voters, and found that of college
graduates, 57% voted in favor of Clinton whereas 36% voted for Trump, and of non-college
graduates (those that did not complete a four-year degree), 43% voted in favor of Clinton and
50% voted in favor of Trump (2019). U.S. colleges recognized that Clinton’s loss in the 2016
election, which many polls had indicated would not happen, would shock and sadden their
campuses greatly.
To grapple with the fallout of the election results, U.S. college presidents and
administrators began to craft institutional responses, which Hypolite and Stewart (2019) defined
as communication that stated institutional values and messaging. President MaryAnn Baenninger
of Drew University, a small, private, 4-year liberal arts institution located in Madison, New
Jersey sent out an email to the university community on November 9, 2016, citing that this
election was “especially contentious and polarizing” and affirmed the university’s commitment
to “open and free dialogue” while also providing opportunity to reflect and cope the results (M.
Baenninger, personal communication). The intentionality of sending out a communication
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regarding the election, something that was observed as unprecedented for university officials to
do (Hypolite & Stewart, 2019), marked the significance of the election and what it meant for the
faculty, staff, and college students that may or may not have voted for Trump, and the underlying
message that colleges were aware of the results and they were ready to provide support.
Problem Statement
Because American colleges and universities historically tried to stay objective when it
comes to national election results (Hypolite & Stewart, 2019), it was significant that institutions
responded in 2016 to Trump’s win. This was because the 2016 presidential election marked a
major shift in how the candidates carried themselves throughout their campaigns and how they
would be seen on the national and international stages. Trump’s nomination to lead the
Republican ticket as a non-traditional candidate in 2016 was not unique – other celebrities and
non-politicians had made their way to the top to be nominated as their party’s leader in a
campaign, including Arnold Schwarzenegger, Ronald Reagan, Al Franken, and more. But what
was unique about Trump’s campaign (and Trump himself) was his unapologetic, harsh, critical,
and divisive language that gained him notoriety within the sociopolitical climate of the U.S. For
many supporters of Trump, his disparaging and politically incorrect language and platform
provided a voice for change. For many of his supporters, this marked a return to conservative
values that had been abandoned for eight years under the Obama administration. Trump signaled
a shift in sociopolitical policies and norms that targeted non-White, non-Christian, nonheteronormative individuals, which came to fruition in an “America First” and “Make America
Great Again” campaign (Save America, 2020). Albright and Hurd (2019) studied Trump’s
remarks and campaign to demonstrate that his policies that targeted minority communities had
brought forth bias to the public arena and that words and actions mattered.
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For many non-supporters of Trump, the reality that Trump could win the presidency
seemed like an impossibility. The AAPOR (n.d.) cited how national polls indicated that Hillary
Clinton would win the presidency by 3.2 percentage points, and the winner of the popular vote
would also win the electoral college, which was true in 95% of U.S. presidential elections.
Ultimately, the AAPOR (n.d.) suggested that late decisions on the candidates played a major role
in the inaccuracy of the polls, and for majority of the election cycle, Clinton was a highly
qualified candidate for the Democratic Party and for many liberal, left-leaning voters. Clinton,
unlike Trump, had experience in the political arena, having served as a U.S. Senator for New
York, Secretary of State for President Barack Obama, and as the First Lady of the United States
for President Bill Clinton. And while the candidacy pool for the Democratic ticket was
competitive, Clinton symbolized hope for women, Dreamers, LGBTQ+ Americans, and other
marginalized groups. For undergraduate students, many of whom voted for Clinton as a poll
earlier in this chapter suggested, Trump’s victory over Clinton marked a significant stress on the
college climate. Furthermore, LGBTQ+ undergraduate students were impacted, as the literature
suggests, because of the ways Trump’s campaign rhetoric and policies he implemented within
the first one-hundred days in office affected their identity and interaction with the sociopolitical
climate, both on and off campus.
Schuster (2020) noted that college students in 2016 were highly engaged in the election
and identified that the college campus mimicked the national climate, from political engagement
to acts of discrimination against marginalized communities. This reflected the Trump campaign
and how Trump emboldened his supporters to act in a vitriolic manner (Schuster, 2020). The
divide between conservative and liberal students in 2016 was also apparent, and as Manbeck et
al. (2018) suggested in their study, if the larger political landscape was divided, then bipartisan
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relations could not be guaranteed on college campuses. These effects were felt strongly by
minoritized populations, including people of color, sexual minorities, and immigrants, and a
review of the literature on these marginalized communities (Albright & Hurd, 2020; Gonzalez et
al., 2018; Lott II & Love, 2020; Manbeck et al., 2018; Sondel et al., 2018) conveyed that
individuals who identify within these communities experienced a phenomenon alluding to stress
and trauma with Trump’s victory. But research specifically on LGBTQ+ students and their
experience of Trump’s election win was not as strong in the current body of research. A
qualitative study that focuses on the experiences of LGBTQ+ undergraduate students, the impact
of the election on this community, and how universities responded, is what this dissertation
focused on.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this dissertation was to examine the retrospective impact of the 2016 U.S.
presidential election of Donald Trump on then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students and how this
event shifted their college going experience, if at all. It also examined whether, based on student
perceptions of events that occurred before, during, and after the election, universities responded
effectively to support the LGBTQ+ community. The current literature regarding the election of
Trump and its impact in broader society and on American college campuses, and within
marginalized communities, focused on four major areas: general reactions to Trump’s victory
within marginalized communities, on and off college campuses (Albright & Hurd, 2020; Budge
et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lott II & Love, 2020; Rodriguez & Huemmer, 2019;
Schuster, 2020; Tavarez, 2020), the impact of Trump’s election on students in general versus
specific communities and identities (Mahler-Rogers, 2017; Manbeck et al., 2018; Sondel et al.,
2018), the role universities played in reacting to Trump’s election and supporting students
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(Ballard et al., 2020; Hypolite & Stewart, 2019; Mahler-Rogers, 2017; Read, 2018), and minority
stress (Meyer, 1995) and its application in studies among specific identities within the LGBTQ+
spectrum (Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018). When reviewed together, these studies
demonstrated that the 2016 presidential election exacerbated stress and anxiety among
marginalized communities who were targets of Trump’s political campaign (Albright & Hurd,
2020). Trump’s campaign was pervasive with prejudiced rhetoric and biased opinions among
non-White and non-heterosexual communities, which heightened the stress among minoritized
populations, like LGBTQ+ Americans, who were uncertain of their future in a Trump
administration (Albright & Hurd, 2020). The literature failed to present qualitative insight on this
stress and eventual impact and reactions of Trump’s election among LGBTQ+ undergraduate
students in 2016, who were among the targets of Trump’s divisive platform. It was clear from the
current literature that many marginalized communities were negatively impacted by the election
of Trump, including mental health distress, anxiety, and fear of discriminatory acts by those that
voted for Trump, and lack of support for these communities from administrative leaders on
college campuses (Albright & Hurd, 2020). In this dissertation, I studied the phenomenon of
then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students who experienced the 2016 election of Trump and asked
whether universities respond appropriately to support this community among others that were
attacked by Trump’s campaign and within the early days of the Trump administration.
This dissertation unveiled the phenomenon of former undergraduate LGBTQ+ students
and their lived experiences during the election of Trump and how his win to become President
impacted them. Analyzing their narratives and corroborating them with the current literature has
led to the creation of potential policies and practices that I suggest many higher education
stakeholders (academic administrators, student affairs personnel, faculty) can undertake in order

6

to support this community, especially in future elections. Having conducted this study within the
context of the 2016 presidential election, future policymakers and administrators in higher
education can utilize on campus resources to promote a healthy, politically engaged community,
while also addressing the ways politics effect campus climate and marginalized populations like
the LGBTQ+ community.
Significance of the Study
Although the election of Trump occurred years ago, his campaign and presidency greatly
impacted the sociopolitical landscape of the country, as well as the college going experience
especially for LGBTQ+ undergraduates. Specifically, the implications of a vitriolic campaign
and presidency on LGBTQ+ undergraduate students were explored and discussed in this study.
The impact of the 2016 presidential election on LGBTQ+ individuals across the nation was
significant (Gonzalez et al., 2018). Historically this had been the case as well, where strong antiLGBTQ+ administrations created significant stress for this community and highlighted the need
for more support for LGBTQ+ individuals during anti-LGBTQ+ administrations (Gonzalez et
al., 2018). For U.S. colleges and universities, what “more” looked like varied based on the
campus climate, faculty and staff engagement in political discourse, and the overall support for
LGBTQ+ undergraduate students on campus. Therefore, the results from this qualitative
research, as discussed in Chapter 5, provide suggestions for university officials to create policies
and practice that promote meaningful political engagement opportunities for the campus
community, with focus on marginalized identities. The policies that can be created by university
officials as a result of this study can usher in opportunities for support and guidance during
challenging election cycles. Support, such as pre-election preparation events and post-election
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reflection and conversation, can greatly benefit students in their understanding of the election
and what it means for them as a student with a particular identity.
Additionally, the passage of time played a significant role in the recall for participants of
this study. Coined by U.S. psychologists Roger Brown and James Kulik in 1977 when studying
the recollection of people’s memories, such as the assassination of John F. Kennedy, flashbulb
memories are the “accurate and exceptionally vivid long-lasting memory for the circumstances
surrounding learning about a dramatic event” (simplypsychology.org, 2022). Participants’ ability
to recall specific details from the election night and the events leading up to, and after the night,
indicated that some phenomenon occurred and that this experience was worthy of further study.
Additionally, six years have passed since the election of Trump and many of the policies the
former president implemented, as well as changes to the sociopolitical climate he enacted, have
impacted many Americans, including those who participated in this study. For example, the
decision to overturn Roe v. Wade by the Supreme Court of the United States in the summer of
2022, which occurred after all interviews were completed for this study, was a major topic of
discussion with the study participants. Participants were getting prepared for this decision, since
the leaked court opinion in June of 2022 brought a wave of concern among the group. The
participants felt that this decision, made by a packed court of conservative judges appointed by
President Trump, meant that other landmark cases like Obergefell v. Hodges (the legality of
same-sex marriage federally) could be overturned next. This was a direct consequence of
Trump’s election and LGBTQ+ individuals, like those in this study, were cognizant of this and
felt that if Trump had not been elected, these decisions that impact their livelihood and identities
would not be affected. As such, it is important to collect the narratives of then-undergraduate
LGBTQ+ students to understand how their undergraduate experiences were impacted by his
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election and how they sought support from their universities, given that they could foresee a
more challenging future for themselves under a Trump presidency.
Qualitative data from this study on the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ students before,
during, and after the 2016 election and Trump’s presidency provided a nuance understanding of
the deep, emotional toll that the current literature suggested occurred within this community. The
findings revealed that while universities tried to provide support to their marginalized
communities, more was needed for LGBTQ+ undergraduates, as analyzed in Chapter 4. Because
of Trump’s focused attacks on other marginalized communities (BIPOC, immigrant, Latinx, etc.)
and less on others, like the LGBTQ+ community (which he did attack), the results from this
study suggested that universities did not lend as much support as it could on this population and
highlight areas of campus life where LGBTQ+ undergraduates felt both supported and under
supported. In turn, the results from this study provide opportunities where universities can
bolster resources and implement changes to create support networks for the LGBTQ+
undergraduate community. The research questions, theoretical framework, and design of this
study helped to highlight these weaknesses on the U.S. college campus and where improvements
could be made for future election cycles to reinforce a commitment to LGBTQ+ undergraduates.
The 2020 Presidential election was demonstrative of the impact 2016 had on campus climates, as
there was some improvement to support marginalized students, but the goal of this study was to
provide tangible tools that campuses can use to support LGBTQ+ students in future elections.
Research Questions
This dissertation investigates the following questions:
1. How do LGBTQ+ postsecondary graduates perceive that the 2016 election and the days
immediately following impacted them?
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2. Based on student perceptions, in what ways, if any, did universities provide physical,
emotional, and social supports for LGBTQ+ students before, during, and after the 2016
election?
3. In what ways, if any, did Trump’s presidency mark a shift in the postsecondary
graduates’ life experience during and after college?
Overview of Theoretical Framework
This study utilized Ilan Meyer’s (1995) theory of minority stress in formulating the semistructured interview questions and analyzing the data. Minority stress is “the juxtaposition of
minority and dominant values and the resultant conflict with the social environment experienced
by minority group members” (Meyer, 1995, p. 39). Created after a 10-year longitudinal study on
gay men living in New York City during the AIDS epidemic, minority stress asserts that gay
people are of a minority status and as such, they experience significant stress unlike their
majority or dominant group counterparts, especially because of environmental and social
perceptions. Meyer (1995) examined three different stressors to understand the root causes of the
experienced stress by gay men: internalized homophobia, prejudice events, and perceived stigma.
The interaction of these three stressors led Meyer (1995) to conclude that psychological distress
exists among gay men. Meyer (1995) and minority stress has been used in research to also
discuss distress within the LGBTQ+ spectrum. These principles informed my research design,
specifically my interview protocol and the questions I asked participants, and how I analyzed the
data when I began coding.
In the current literature, I identified studies (Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018;
Tavarez, 2020) that used minority stress as a framework and how these stressors impacted the
communities that were discussed. Budge et al. (2020) studied nonbinary, transgender students
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and how minority stress influenced campus climate and belongingness; Tavarez et al. (2020)
examined bisexual students using Meyer’s (1995) framework and within the larger minoritized
population of college students; and Gonzalez et al. (2018) studied LGBTQ+ minority stress in
the wake of Trump’s election, but this focus was on the community at large and not specifically
LGBTQ+ undergraduate students. All of these studies, along with Meyer’s (1995) original
framework, provided a roadmap for me in creating the research design for this study, and
conveyed efficacy in studying minority stress among LGBTQ+ individuals.
In Chapter 2, I discussed how this theory validated many of the studies that examined the
trauma experienced by minority groups (Black, immigrant, Latinx, LGBTQ+) as a result of
Trump’s election to the presidency (Albright & Hurd, 2020; Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al.,
2018; Lott II & Love, 2020; Rodriguez & Huemmer, 2019; Tavarez, 2020). As such, using this
framework for this dissertation proved to be valuable in my phenomenological study of thenundergraduate LGBTQ+ students in 2016 and how they experienced the election of Trump and
grappled with the aftermath of this event.
Research Design
This dissertation answered the research questions mentioned above through qualitative
methods, specifically a phenomenological design. To do this, I conducted a hermeneutic,
phenomenological study (Laverty, 2003; Maxwell, 2014) that aimed to understand the essence of
the phenomenon, or rather the shared experiences of then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students
before, during, and immediately after the election of Trump. A phenomenological design using a
transformative paradigm conveyed how the sociopolitical climate of 2016 significantly impacted
then-LGBTQ+ students who, in vast majorities, voted for Clinton because of her platform on
LGBTQ+ issues. A transformative paradigm, according to Mertens (2010), asserts that a research
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inquiry should be connected with politics and political change to mitigate social oppression. By
approaching this dissertation in this manner, I utilized both the lived experiences of my
participants with the background of historical context (Laverty, 2003) on LGBTQ+ rights and
access in the United States to suggest that Trump’s election win created political trauma for this
community. Hermeneutic phenomenology relies on interpretation of collected data, along with
historical context, to understand a human’s experience (Laverty, 2003). The research conducted
in this study showed that the history of the gay rights movement, alongside Trump’s rhetoric on
the LGBTQ+ community in a divisive 2016 sociopolitical climate, created a unique experience
for this specific population of Americans to suggest that a qualitative study was a worthy
approach for data collection.
To do this, I conducted semi-structured interviews with a sample of 12 participants who
were undergraduate students in 2016 and identify within the LGBTQ+ community either through
gender identity or sexual orientation. Each interview was transcribed, coded, and analyzed,
which is further discussed in Chapter 4. A pilot study was conducted in the spring of 2021 using
these same methods and provided strong results, which is explained in more detail in Chapter 3.
Outline of Dissertation
Chapter 2 of this dissertation examines the existing literature through various lenses. This
includes a historical overview of the gay rights movement in the United States, the two major
political parties of the U.S. and their platforms regrading gay rights, and the history of each
party’s platform from 2000 through 2016. Next, the literature review focuses on the
sociopolitical climate in 2016 and the presidential candidates running for office, the stress of the
2016 election and its impact on the LGBTQ+ community, and finally how marginalized
identities were affected by the 2016 election results. I also discuss the literature that exists on
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LGBTQ+ undergraduate student experiences on American college campuses, the dynamics of
the U.S. sociopolitical climate, and how the convergence of these two concepts impacted the way
LGBTQ+ students interacted with the college environment in 2016. Next, the literature review
discusses the theoretical framework, the studies that utilized it, and why it is a valid theory to use
for this dissertation. Finally, I conclude Chapter 2 with a discussion on the gaps in the literature
and summarize the need for a qualitative study.
Chapter 3 explains the research design for this study. This entails an in-depth discussion
about the importance of qualitative research and the strengths of a transformative paradigm
within a hermeneutic, phenomenological design. Next, the chapter reviews the design of the
study itself, with detailed attention on the site and participant selection, approaches to research
relationships, data collection, and data analysis. I then discuss validity and study limitations, and
methods I employed to mitigate threats. My pilot study was reviewed to demonstrate the need for
a larger study and how this design proved effective. An overview of my positionality as a
researcher follows next, and the chapter concludes with ethical considerations for this study.
Chapter 4 is the analysis and findings from the study. I interviewed 12 participants of
various backgrounds, sexual orientations, and gender identities, to determine if they were
impacted in any way from Trump’s election in 2016 and the overall significance of this event.
Through the process of coding, I found themes and subthemes that emerged from the data and I
analyzed the ways they answer each research question. An analysis of the theoretical framework
was discussed by using magnitude coding to demonstrate the fluctuations of minority stress
(Meyer, 1995) with each participants’ experience before, during, and after the 2016 election and
its impact on their undergraduate experience and beyond.
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Chapter 5 provides the recommendations for future policy implementation and practice,
as well as additional research opportunities from this study. The qualitative data demonstrated
that then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students were impacted by the election of Trump and that
universities did what they could to provide support, but more could have been provided. This
chapter explored what those policies and practices could be and how universities, in preparation
for future elections, could consider how to support the LGBTQ+ undergraduate population,
along with other marginalized student identities.
Glossary of Terms
A list of terminology is provided below about specific identities and expressions that
were prevalent in this study:
A cisgender male or female is an individual whose personal identity and gender corresponds
with their sex at birth.
A transgender male or female is an individual whose personal identity and gender does not
correspond with their sex at birth. A transgender male is someone who transitioned (pre- or postsurgical) from an assigned sex of female at birth and now identifies as male. A transgender
female is someone who transitioned (pre-or post-surgical) from an assigned sex of male at birth
and now identifies as female.
Non-binary is a gender expression of an individual who does not follow binary gender norms
(male or female) and may be considered a third gender, or another gender identity
(LGBT.foundation, 2022).
Queer is used interchangeably for this study. As a sexual orientation, queer is a non-heterosexual
orientation. As an umbrella term, queer is used to discuss the broader LGBTQ+ community.
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Conclusion
In this chapter, I discussed the background and context for this study, the problem this
study addressed, and the significance of the study for higher education administrators. I also
provided the research questions that this dissertation will answer and how I accomplished this
through a hermeneutic, phenomenology. Chapter 2 is a review of the current literature and a
deeper exploration into the theoretical framework. Chapter 3 is an overview of the research
design and how this study was carried out. Chapter 4 is an analysis of the collected data and the
exploration of the themes and subthemes that emerged from this study. Finally, Chapter 5
provides recommendation for future policy implementation and practice, as well as possibilities
for future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
“It felt very personal like…not liked, valued, or wanted in this country the way I am…not to feel
like respected and I think with him getting elected, it felt like fundamentally not being seen in the
system, like not wanted as I am.” -Sam
In this chapter I conducted a literature review, which provided an examination into the
current research surrounding the impact of the 2016 presidential election win of Donald Trump
among then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students, with particular attention on political trauma and
LGBTQ+ student experiences on American college campuses. It also discussed the theoretical
framework for this study, minority stress (Meyer, 1995), that has been used in the literature to
understand the group dynamics of trauma experienced by LGBTQ+ community members when
it came to the election of Trump. First, I will discuss the historical development and foundations
for gay rights in America, how that informed the modern political party platforms of the 21 st
century, and where those platforms stand on LGBTQ+ issues. Next, I will review the literature
focused on political trauma and its attributes to the 2016 election. This includes a survey of the
national political climate in 2016 and the presidential candidates seeking election, the stress of
the 2016 election and its impact on the LGBTQ+ community, and finally an examination of
marginalized identities and how the 2016 election created political trauma. Finally, I will include
a review of current research that focused on LGBTQ+ undergraduate student experiences on
college campuses and how the dynamic sociopolitical climate in the U.S. and university policies
impacted the way LGBTQ+ students, the sexual minorities on campus, interact with their
environment.
After reviewing these bodies of literature, I will then discuss the theoretical framework
for this study. Developed by Ilan Meyer (1995), minority stress examines “the juxtaposition of
minority and dominant values and the resultant conflict with the social environment experienced
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by minority group members” (p. 39). When considering minority stress among LGBTQ+
individuals, Meyer (1995) studied three psychosocial phenomena to understand this stress:
internalized homophobia, perceived stigma, and prejudice events. This theory is confirmed
among a variety of studies (Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Tavarez, 2020) and it
helped to inform my research design, particularly my interview protocol, as well as how I
analyzed my data. Finally, I will consider the gaps in the literature and demonstrate what this
review has shown regarding the research on undergraduate LGBTQ+ students and how the 2016
presidential election impacted this population of students in the leadup and aftermath of the
election itself.
The Evolution of Gay Rights in America
The evolution of gay rights in America has been a journey of changing public opinion,
presence in mainstream media, and the eventual laws that support and deny equitable access. In
order to understand the impact that the 2016 election had on LGBTQ+ undergraduate students, it
is critical to conduct an exploration of the gay rights movement in the United States and the
foundations for equal rights. This history validates the difficult emotions experienced in 2016
and why this presidential election was particularly challenging for LGBTQ+ undergraduate
students to grapple with.
Generally, for Americans that identify as LGBTQ+, the struggle has been about
representation in all facets of society and living openly and freely with their sexuality. As such,
gay rights in the United States are synonymous with equality and access. Since the Stonewall
Riots of 1969, a 5-day revolution to combat heteronormativity and sexual persecution among the
gay, lesbian, and bisexual population in America, gay rights have been about equality under the
eyes of the law. Stonewall and the Gay Liberation Movement, as it became widely known as,
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was the catalyst for the modern gay rights movement in America (Clandinen & Nagourney,
1999). From the successes and failures of the civil rights movement for Black Americans,
women fighting for equal rights, and protests against the Vietnam War, the gay rights movement
was the next major social movement for equality out from underground (Clandinen &
Nagourney, 1999). This was a key difference that Clandinen and Nagourney (1999) discussed in
their interpretation of the gay rights movement when compared to other social movements – gay
Americans led clandestine lives. They were scrutinized as being abominations of religious order,
persecuted and criminalized for violating sodomy laws that were enforced throughout the
country, and were considered mentally ill by the American Psychiatric Association (Clandinen &
Nagourney, 1999). Therefore, unlike their brothers and sisters of the civil rights movement who
had leverage because of their political and social positions and visibility, the gay rights
movement was an act to change culture in America and find equal rights within a
heteronormative, patriarchal society (Clandinen & Nagourney, 1999). Engel (2016) confirmed
this by acknowledging that Stonewall and future efforts for equality were groundbreaking and
symbols of legitimate actions for equality and access for gay Americans. The inequalities and the
regulation of sex and sexuality in a patriarchal America were evolving and events leading up to,
and following Stonewall, were symbolic to a changing demographic and sociopolitical climate
(Engel, 2016).
The 1970s and 1980s were juxtaposed against a changing nation of civil rights
movements, anti-war efforts, gay rights, and more. In particular, the gay rights movement was a
liberation movement out from a traditionalist society towards a more modern, liberal culture
(Jouet, 2017). Homosexuality challenged the norms of masculinity and femininity which in turn
challenged the patriarchy (Jouet, 2017). As such, this liberation towards a more egalitarian life
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became emotional for gay and lesbian Americans leading up to and following the Stonewall
Riots (Clandinen & Nagourney, 1997). In their writing about the Stonewall Riots, Clandinen and
Nagourney (1997) shared the statement of purpose for the Gay Liberation Movement, which
highlighted the emotional levels the community experienced:
We are a revolutionary group of men and women, formed with the realization that
complete sexual liberation for all people cannot come about unless existing social
institutions are abolished. We reject society’s attempt to impose sexual roles and
definitions of our nature. We are stepping outside these roles and simplistic myths. We
are going to be who we are. (p. 32)
This was a political, sexual, and social revolution. Clandinen and Nagourney (1997) defined this
as a revolution because of the ways homosexuals in the U.S. were significantly oppressed when
compared to their fellow communities fighting for civil rights. It was not to dismiss the hardships
of the Black civil rights movement, or the women fighting for the Equal Rights Amendment, but
the severe psychological toll identifying as a homosexual in a religiously conservative nation that
made the Gay Liberation movement a revolutionary cause (Clandinen & Nagourney, 1997). This
sentiment was confirmed when Meyer (1995) studied minority stress through the lens of
LGBTQ+ individuals at the height of the AIDS epidemic. Furthermore, the heightened emotions
of this movement transcended time into the present, particularly during political campaigns and
elections, and 2016 was no exception. An in-depth analysis of the emotion that coincided with
the 2016 presidential election and how LGBTQ+ undergraduate students at the time felt about
Trump’s win will be discussed later in this review.
The emotional levels of the movement continued especially during the 1980s, when the
AIDS epidemic was primarily impacting homosexual men. Such affliction though did not garner
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enough attention from policy makers, particularly the government (Halkitis, 2014). Such absence
from the government to take initiative on curbing the AIDS epidemic from further inflicting
disease and death among the gay community was not an uncommon practice. Engel (2016)
highlighted those inequalities between heterosexual and homosexual citizens to demonstrate that
a lack of institutional recognition for the gay community existed, like during the onset of the
AIDS epidemic, and it still does. By not recognizing the impact the disease had on the
community, figures like Ronald Reagan, who ignored it during his administration (Halkitis,
2014; Kinsella, 1989), further exacerbated the divide between the heterosexual and homosexual
communities and ultimately put a pause on the work of the gay rights movement from the late
1960s and early 1970s.
Jouet (2017) also agreed with Clandinen and Nagourney (1997) by noting the animosity
towards those that were different from the norm, which were LGBTQ+ Americans. This
demonstrated, and continues to show, the controversy of gay rights in America and the war on
culture (Jouet, 2017) that is pervasive and impacts a variety of aspects of life in the U.S.,
including the court of public opinion and the media.
Public Opinion of Gay Rights
The struggle for gay rights continued to be considered a culture war, especially since
public opinion shifted greatly towards support in the 1990s (Brettschneider et al., 2017). Decades
after the Stonewall Riots, LGBTQ+ Americans have been granted more rights and equality
which intensified the conservative, heteronormative ideals that the United States were founded
on (Jouet, 2017). For many conservative Americans, the landmark Supreme Court decision in
Obergefell v. Hodges (the 2015 court case that challenged the legality of same-sex marriage
nationally under the Fourteenth Amendment) was a signal of the changes in a traditional,
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heteronormative patriarchy and the beginning of a more egalitarian society (Jouet, 2017). It is
important to note that the legality of same-sex marriage and the traditionalism of marriage was
not the only defining moment for LGBTQ+ Americans in their fight for equality. Jouet (2017)
argued that gay rights and the acceptance of homosexuality in society went beyond the political
and religious foundations of society; it impacted attitudes on sexuality, relationships, and
American culture, which were also defining moments in American cultural history.
In their study on the exceptionalism that America and the American experience within
the global society, Jouet (2017) argued that for many traditionalists or those who viewed the
American family as a patriarchal construct, the expansion of gay rights in the nation was seen as
an attack on the religious foundation of American society and could destroy the foundations of
being American. Because of this, access to institutions like marriage, healthcare, family rights,
and more have been viewed as a conflict of faith (Jouet, 2017). Historically, the Republican
Party of the United States has used God and religious rhetoric to define many of their policies
and views within various facets of society, which will be further discussed in this review. And in
highly visible court cases like Obergefell v. Hodges, conservative views were widely publicized
and scrutinized by more liberal factions of American society.
For example, in his dissent of Obergefell v. Hodges, Justice Scalia, a conservative justice
on the Supreme Court, stated that the constitutionality of same-sex marriage was an extreme
decision that was contrary to the religious perspectives of many citizens in the U.S., and that if
Americans were to vote on the legality of same-sex marriage, it would not have passed
(Obergefell v. Hodges, 2015). Senator Marco Rubio, a Republican from Florida, stated that
“marriage should continue to be defined as one man and one woman” (M. Rubio, personal
communications, July 8, 2015). These examples reflected much of the right-wing and
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Republican platform and their invocation of God and religious foundations for morality to argue
against same-sex marriage. This exemplified the differences in the political parties of the United
States and where conservatives and liberals identify within the LGBTQ+ population, which will
be examined later in this review.
The political arena influenced the public opinion of gay rights and LGBTQ+ Americans
throughout time. Garretson (2017) discussed the evolution of LGBTQ+ access and rights equal
to their heterosexual counterparts in the United States. Garretson (2017) cited a 1983 survey that
asked Americans to identify their reactions if they found out that their child came out as gay or
lesbian on a scale of “very upset” to “not upset at all” and found that 61% of Americans would
have been “very upset.” And when the results of this survey were compared to results in 2000
with the same question, Garretson (2017) noted that those who responded “very upset” nearly
halved – 34% responded to this sentiment. Although not a perfect cultural shift, within 20 years
the nation moved towards the acceptance of homosexuals in American society. Garretson (2017)
argued that these changed perceptions of LGBTQ+ American was a direct result of the change in
public opinion. This was in part due to the rise of LGBTQ+ figures in the American political
system, support of employment practices and protections for LGBTQ+ Americans, and
endorsements of gay rights by political leaders (Garretson, 2017).
As the public began to accept LGBTQ+ Americans more broadly, common standards of
life that were available to heterosexual Americans were now becoming mainstream for gay
Americans. Such protections and rights, like employment protection, marriage, and health
insurance coverage, were key indicators in the shift in public opinion for equal rights for
LGBTQ+ Americans (Haider-Markel & Miller, 2017). Alongside priorities that impacted the
shift was also the change in the demographics of the U.S. – as Americans became more educated
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and more secular since the 1970s, attitudes towards supporting gay rights increased (Garretson,
2017). This, combined with changes in American culture via mainstream media, also helped to
change the mentality towards supporting gay rights (Brewer 2003; Garretson, 2017).
Mainstream Media
The media goes beyond what is seen on television or heard on the radio – it includes what
is seen in the newspapers and magazines as well, and the Stonewall Riots were no exception.
Initially, the media portrayed gay Americans and living as gay in the nation as generally
negative. Headlines like “Homo Nest Raided, Queen Bees Are Stinging Mad” (Lisker, 1969) and
“Police Raid on N.Y. Club Sets Off First Gay Riot” (Leitsch, 1969) were just some examples of
the negative national attention Stonewall had received in the summer of 1969. Fast forward to
the 1980s at the height of the AIDS epidemic where the disease was initially coined as GRID, or
gay-related immune deficiency, or the more discriminatory, gay cancer (Halkitis, 2014; Kinsella,
1989). The media played an influential role in the coverage of the AIDS epidemic – from
highlighting the uninterested Reagan administration to newspapers like the New York Native (a
gay-oriented newspaper) calling it gay cancer (Kinsella, 1989), the media decided how the gay
community would be represented and the stigma that came along with being gay. Meyer (1995)
studied the stress that events like the AIDS epidemic had on the minority community and the
internalized homophobia, perceived stigma, and prejudice events that were experienced by the
community. The media was harsh, but valuable in highlighting the experiences of gay men in
America and bringing light to the difficult realities of living gay in the United States.
Media coverage for the LGBTQ+ community did not stay negative as time went on.
Although the United States was largely homophobic through the 1980s and 1990s, liberation and
a new wave of representation was provided to the LGBTQ+ community when Ellen DeGeneres,
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in 1997 on an episode of her sitcom Ellen, said the two most impactful words for any queer
member of society: “I’m gay” (Davis, 2014). This moment was one the most publicized events in
television history and the Miami Herald had even gone to write that DeGeneres was “a gay
Jackie Robinson” (Hubert, 1997). Such an expression of individual freedom and choice in a
homophobic society ushered in an opportunity for others in the LGBTQ+ community to confront
heterosexism and continue the work of the gay rights movement (Hubert, 1997). Although
Hubert (1997) was critical of this moment and believed it to be a moment for ratings versus
vindication for gay and lesbian citizens, it did spark a reevaluation of the importance of
representation of LGBTQ+ Americans within broader society. Garretson (2017) viewed the
media as pivotal in the shift of public opinion and attitude towards LGBTQ+ Americans. By
citing the value of news stories, media coverage, and more on the LGBTQ+ community,
Garretson (2017) saw the impact this had on politics, highlighting the Clinton administration as
the start of a pro-gay rights agenda in the federal government. Government actions for LGBTQ+
Americans and how that has evolved leading up to, and including 2016, will be discussed in the
next section.
Having support from the federal government indicated that the identity of being gay in
America suggested that it would be more accepted in society. The minority stress study
completed by Meyer (1995) highlighted the value of the gay identity and the value of the words
“I’m gay” when it comes to participation in society. While Meyer (1995) noted that coming out
was critical in studying minority stress, it nonetheless tied directly to better psychological and
social behavior. DeGeneres’ coming out marked the beginning of a more supportive and tolerant
American society to yield more psychologically healthy gay citizens, but that would not come
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without the challenges brought forth by the sociopolitical climate of the United States and the
gay community itself.
Public opinion and the media, for LGBTQ+ Americans, are critical for representation in
American society and the sociopolitical climate. The evolution of gay rights from the Stonewall
Riots to today and the events in between that changed the course for gay Americans have greatly
influenced the dynamics of the political system. Understanding the varying attitudes within and
outside the LGBTQ+ community helps to identify political priorities and attitudes and how
LGBTQ+ define their own identities within the community and in society (Haider-Markel and
Miller, 2017). Gay rights in the United States are larger than its impact on religious and moral
values – it is also a culture war among political and social conservatives and liberals and the
policies that are created within a two-party political system in the nation.
Political Platforms and LGBTQ+ Social Issues
As evidenced by the years of work and advocacy to gain equal access alongside their
heterosexual counterparts, the 2016 election was a high stakes event for LGBTQ+ Americans.
The juxtaposition between the presidential candidates in 2016 demonstrated how important the
election was to LGBTQ+ Americans as the platforms, and candidates themselves, were vastly
different in how they viewed and would work for the gay community. To understand the
dynamics of the U.S. political system and the 2016 election when it came to policies regarding
LGBTQ+ rights, it is important to highlight the ideologies of each major political party and their
views on social issues. The section below provides a brief overview of the Republican Party and
Democratic Party policies on LGBTQ+ issues since 2000 to demonstrate a vacillation in policies
and the stark differences between each party’s platform.
Republican Party
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The Republican Party (or GOP) in the United States was founded on the principles of
“liberty, economic prosperity, preserving American values and traditions” (Republican National
Committee, 2021) through a conservative framework. The GOP fundamentally believes that the
role of government should be limited in their scope of control. The GOP has long stood on the
values of religious morality and heterosexism as the basis for their policies and regulations.
Regarding social issues and the LGBTQ+ community, the GOP’s platform throughout the early
21st century clearly defined relationships and family life as heteronormative. In the 2000 GOP
presidential platform for then-Governor George W. Bush, the GOP stated:
We support the traditional definition of “marriage” as the legal union of one man and one
woman, and we believe that federal judges and bureaucrats should not force states to
recognize other living arrangements as marriages…we do not believe sexual preference
should be given special legal protection or standing in law. (Peters and Woolley, n.d.-d)
Nelson (2009) corroborated this by highlighting the challenge of the GOP gaining gay and
lesbian support in the 2000 presidential election. Nelson noted that while Bush gained 25% of
the gay and lesbian vote in 2000, there were many instances where Bush opposed policies that
supported same-sex adoption, as well as demonstrating support for “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” a
1993 military policy passed by the Clinton administration that directed military personnel to not
ask about a servicemember’s sexual orientation nor homosexual personnel to disclose their
orientation. These measures of opposition for same-sex policies would continue in later
elections. The GOP continued to support the notion that marriages and family stability could
only be between one man and one woman, which was cited in 2004 in their platform. In that
election cycle, then-President George W. Bush defended the Defense of Marriage Act, a 1996
federal law that defined marriage as a union between one man and one woman, and that the GOP
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platform in 2004 would reaffirm “the right of states not to recognize same-sex marriages licensed
in other states” (Peters and Woolley, n.d.-e) because nationally, there was no recognition of
same-sex unions. It is worthwhile to note that the official 2004 Republican Party platform had no
mention of LGBTQ+, gay, lesbian, or similar terms to demonstrate that LGBTQ+ issues, beyond
the institution of marriage, was not top priority for the administration.
The U.S. would not have another Republican president until Trump’s election in 2016, to
which the GOP platform argued against the reversal of the Defense of Marriage Act (which was
the Supreme Court’s landmark decision in Obergefell v. Hodges during the Obama
administration) and called for their party to consider unifying around the support for
heteronormative families, marriages, and policies to protect conservative ideals (Peters and
Woolley, n.d.-f). By openly condemning the Supreme Court’s decisions in both United States v.
Windsor (a case that removed Congress’ ability to define marriage policy in the law) and
Obergefell v. Hodges, the 2016 Republican platform identified LGBTQ+ and non-heterosexual
policies as endangering a foundationally heteronormative society. Eventual policies and actions
under the Trump administration like the transgender ban in the military, adding conservative
justices to the Supreme Court, and adding openly anti-LGBTQ+ members to his cabinet and
other high-level positions only validated the GOP platform and their stances on social policies.
Democratic Party
The Democratic Party of the United States, founded in 1848, stands on the principles of
leading by fighting for progress and governing on values of dignity and respect (Democratic
National Committee, 2021). The party also believes in more government oversight than their
GOP counterpart. As the political party that generally attracts more liberal voters on social
policies, the Democratic Party platform has historically been focused on creating laws and
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policies that promote access and equity for all Americans. Within the 21 st century, the party
platform focused on inclusion and the role the federal government plays in providing resources
for all. While the 2000 Democratic ticket did not win the election that cycle, their platform was
clear: end discriminatory practices on the basis of race, religion, orientation, ethnicity, and even
included that the party would fight to end workplace discrimination against LGBTQ+ individuals
(Peters and Woolley, n.d.-a). The platform also considered legislation for the inclusion of gay
and lesbian families in American life (Peters and Woolley, n.d.-a). Unlike the GOP platform in
2000 and in later years, the Democratic Party has always included language that specifically
outlines plans for policies that help LGBTQ+ Americans.
The party’s platform in 2008 and 2012 with Obama leading the tickets continued to
highlight the ways in which the party would strengthen rights for gay Americans. For example,
during Obama’s first presidential run, the Democratic platform (Peters and Woolley, n.d.-b)
outlined plans to repeal the controversial “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy. Although this policy
was implemented during a Democratic administration (President Bill Clinton in 1993) and had
intentions to prohibit discrimination in the military on the basis of sexual orientation, it barred
openly gay Americans from joining the Armed Forces. “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” was an example
of the struggle the Democratic Party faced in the 1990s regarding homosexuality in the United
States and the role the federal government had in promoting or prohibiting this orientation. This
is verified in Garretson (2017) who noted that public opinion and attitudes towards LGBTQ+ did
not start to shift towards the positive trend until the early 2000s, following the Clinton
administration, which had a mixture of support for a pro-gay rights agenda.
It was during Obama’s final term as President that the Defense of Marriage Act was
repealed and Supreme Court cases like Obergefell vs. Hodges saw victory for same-sex couples
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that there was a boost of support for gay rights and egalitarian policies for LGBTQ+ Americans.
This was a major action item in the 2016 Democratic Party platform with Secretary Clinton as
the party’s nomination for President – continue the work of promoting LGBTQ+ rights and
expanding protections for gay Americans that would be under attack if the GOP candidate for
President won (Peters and Woolley, n.d.-c). Because of the outward support from candidate
Clinton and the Democratic Party for LGBTQ+ rights, many polls indicated that LGBTQ+
support favored Clinton over Trump (specifically, 78% to 14% respectively) (Chibbaro Jr.,
2016). The party’s platform was progressive and demonstrated strong support for access and
equity for LGBTQ+ Americans and when Clinton lost to Trump, it ignited a distressing and
unique experience that will be further discussed throughout this study.
Conceptual Framework
Political Trauma
U.S. Political Climate in 2016
To understand the political trauma that was experienced with Trump’s victory in 2016, it
is important to understand the political climate surrounding 2016 and how elections themselves
are stressful events on voters. Especially for college students who, of the 136 million eligible
voters in 2016, 9.78 million were enrolled at one of the 1,023 colleges and universities across the
United States (Thomas et al., 2017). The colleges in the study by Thomas et al. (2017) opted in
to participate and was not representative of all colleges in the country. In 2018, the Pew Research
Center on U.S. Politics & Policy had conducted an examination of the 2016 electorate based on
validated voters, and found that of those who would graduate college, 57% voted in favor of
Clinton whereas 36% voted for Trump, and of non-college graduates (those that did not complete
a four-year degree), 43% voted in favor of Clinton and 50% voted in favor of Trump (2019).
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U.S. colleges recognized that Clinton’s loss in the 2016 election, which many polls had indicated
would not happen, would shock and sadden their campuses greatly.
Many political analysts agreed that the 2016 presidential election was unlike anything the
U.S. had ever seen given that it was polarizing and divisive (Garrison et al., 2017). A survey
conducted by the American Psychological Association in 2017 found that 52% of American
viewed the election to be a significant source of stress in their lives (Hoyt et al., 2018). This was
in part because of the candidates themselves - Trump on the GOP ticket and Clinton on the
Democratic ticket, and the “trustworthiness and likeability” of each candidate (Faris et al., 2017;
Schill and Hendricks, 2017; Hoyt et al., 2018). The stress was also a factor when considering the
ability of Trump to win an election. Hoyt et al. (2018) noted that many political polls and
election experts predicted that Clinton would easily win the election based on her experience in
the political world, along with her less vitriolic campaign and platform compared to Trump. The
inaccuracy of the polls was also confirmed by the American Association for Public Opinion
Research (AAPOR) (n.d.). Additionally, the concern about the election was confirmed by
Garrison et al. (2017) who studied LGBTQ+ individuals prior to election night in 2016 and
found that in the weeks and even hours leading up to it, there was significant stress on LGBTQ+
voters.
On one side of the political divide, this heightened stress developed from the Republican
Party platform, which sought to undo many major liberal policy changes under the Obama
administration which were geared towards LGBTQ+ citizens. And with Trump at the helm of the
party, it became clear for many liberal voters that rights and privileges, like same-sex marriage
and transgender participation in the military, could potentially be no more with the GOP
platform (Peters and Woolley, n.d.-f). Angelo (2016) noted that the Log Cabin Republicans, a
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group of LGBTQ+ Republicans, had called out the platform in 2016 as one of the most antiLGBTQ platforms in the long history of the GOP. For example, the Republican Party Platform
indicated that a vote for a Republican president in 2016 would allow the opportunity for a
conservative-majority Supreme Court, which would allow the judicial system to review and
potentially reverse decisions like Roe v. Wade, Obergefell v. Hodges and more (Peters and
Woolley, n.d.-f). The platform also utilized a strict interpretation of the U.S. Constitution as a
method of defending actions, like endorsing religious liberty to protect “the non-profit tax status
of faith-based adoption agencies, the accreditation of religious educational institutions” (Peters
and Woolley, n.d.-f) and more which targeted LGBTQ+ populations nationwide. By citing these
decisions as “activist decisions” and “assaults” by the Democratic Party (Peters and Woolley,
n.d.-f), it further emboldened Republican voters, especially supporters of then-candidate Trump,
to create hostility at all levels of the sociopolitical climate in the United States.
On the other side of the aisle, the Democratic Party with Hillary Clinton at the top of the
ticket had promised to continue the liberal policies of the Obama administration and further
provide more protections and inclusion for Americans. In their 2016 platform, the Democratic
Party signaled support for LGBTQ+ people and that universal and basic human rights should be
afforded to LGBTQ+ individuals. The Republican Party Platform wrote pages to defend their
actions in lobbying against LGBTQ+ rights, whereas the Democratic Party Platform only used
two paragraphs to show their support. This signified the strength of the Democratic Party in
supporting LGBTQ+ rights and the confidence the party had in continuing the work of the
Obama administration which saw the victory for same-sex marriage in Obergefell v. Hodges.
The 2016 Democratic Party Platform rejected the use of religion as a tool to discriminate and
saw the federal government as a tool to further advance the rights, protections, and privileges of
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LGBTQ+ Americans in all areas of society including schools, housing, employment, the
military, foreign policy, and more (Peters and Woolley, n.d.-c). This progressive vision provided
confidence for the LGBTQ+ community in their election of a Democratic president as it aligned
with their views for a socially just society, which has historically been the case since the Civil
Rights movement in the 1960s through present day (Schuster, 2020). However, it is important to
note that the polarized climate in 2016 had exacerbated what was at stake for all Americans
because of each political party’s platform. It also significantly impacted minoritized communities
like LGBTQ+ Americans. This tension found its way onto American college campuses, where
for many students, the 2016 presidential election provided the first opportunity for many
students, especially first-year and minority students, to participate and vote (Schuster, 2020).
The U.S. Political Climate on College Campuses
Regardless of party, college students in 2016 had made their voices heard and were
politically engaged in the campaigns of their choice candidate (Schuster, 2020). In the 20122016 longitudinal National Study of Learning, Voting, and Engagement (NSLVE) conducted by
the Institute for Democracy and Higher Education at Tufts University (Thomas et al., 2017),
researchers found that when compared to data collected from the 2012 election, voting turnout
among the colleges and universities during the 2016 election increased by 3 percentage points,
from 45.1% to 48.3%. The study also showed the breakdown of voting turnout by gender, race
and ethnicity, institutional control (two-year, four-year public or private), institutional type
(women’s colleges, Asian American and Native American/Pacific Islander serving institutions,
Hispanic-serving institutions, primarily Black institutions, and Historically Black colleges and
universities), and geographic location (Thomas et al., 2017). Tables 2.1 through 2.5 below are
the results from the Thomas et al. (2017) study:
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Table 2.1
Student Turnout by Gender
Gender

2012

2016

Change

Men

41.4%

48.5%

+3.0

Women

44.4%

51.6%

+3.1

Source: IDHE Analysis of NSLVE Data, 2012 and 2016 (https://tufts.app.box.com/v/idhe-nslvereport-2012-2016)

Table 2.1 shows the voting data of undergraduate students between 2012 and 2016, by
gender, and the increased change in participation between those election cycles.
Table 2.2
Student Turnout by Race/Ethnicity
Race/Ethnicity

2012

2016

Change

White

47.8%

53.3%

+5.5

Black

54.9%

49.6%

-5.3

Hispanic

38.9%

45.9%

+7.0

Asian

23.3%

31.1%

+7.8

Source: IDHE Analysis of NSLVE Data, 2012 and 2016 (https://tufts.app.box.com/v/idhe-nslvereport-2012-2016)

Table 2.2 shows the voting data of undergraduate students between 2012 and 2016, by
race and ethnicity, and the increased and decreased change in participation between those
election cycles.
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Table 2.3
Student Turnout by Institutional Control
Control

2012

2016

Change

Two-year

43.2%

45.6%

+2.4

Four-year public

46.2%

49.5%

+3.3

Four-year private

43.0%

47.1%

+4.1

Source: IDHE Analysis of NSLVE Data, 2012 and 2016 (https://tufts.app.box.com/v/idhe-nslvereport-2012-2016)
Table 2.3 shows the voting data of the different types of institutional control and the
undergraduate student turnout for voting between 2012 and 2016, and the increased change
between those election cycles.
Table 2.4
Student Turnout by Institutional Type
Type

2012

2016

Change

Women’s

53.1%

60.4%

+7.3

AANAPI

41.7%

45.8%

+4.1

HSI

42.7%

45.4%

+2.7

PBI

53.0%

50.0%

-3.0

HBCU

50.5%

39.9%

-10.6

Source: IDHE Analysis of NSLVE Data, 2012 and 2016 (https://tufts.app.box.com/v/idhe-nslvereport-2012-2016)

Table 2.4 shows the voting data of undergraduate students by institution type between
2012 and 2016, and the increased and decreased change in participation between those election
cycles.
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Table 2.5
Student Turnout by Geographic Location
Location

2012

2016

Change

Rocky Mountains

50.4%

52.0%

+1.6

Plains

48.5%

51.7%

+3.2

Great Lakes

45.3%

48.7%

+3.4

New England

45.4%

50.5%

+5.1

Far West

45.7%

48.0%

+2.3

Southwest

38.3%

42.6%

+4.3

Southeast

49.0%

50.4%

+1.4

Mid-East

41.2%

46.3%

+5.1

Source: IDHE Analysis of NSLVE Data, 2012 and 2016 (https://tufts.app.box.com/v/idhe-nslvereport-2012-2016)

Table 2.5 shows the voting data of undergraduate students by geographic location of their
college/university between 2012 and 2016, and the increased change between those election
cycles.
What the results of the Thomas et al. (2017) study show was that when compared to the
2012 presidential election, the 2016 election saw an increase in student turnout across many
sectors. The most significant increases were among: women (+3.1), Hispanic and Asian students
(+7.0 and +7.8, respectively), at four-year private institutions (+4.1), and within the New
England and Mid-East regions of the U.S. (+5.1 each). The pervasiveness of the 2016 election in
the media most likely contributed to the increase in student turnout (Schuster, 2020). Thomas et
al. (2017) noted that the decrease in Black voter turnout among students could have been related
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to the absence of a Black presidential candidate. The increase in the Asian and Hispanic voter
turnout could be related to the increase in divisive, racial rhetoric, which Schuster (2020) noted
in their study on first-year student experiences with the 2016 election. Overall, the study
completed by Thomas et al. (2017) highlighted the significance of the 2016 election on
American college campuses and how American politics greatly impact the college campus
climate.
The college campus served as a microcosm to the national political landscape, where
vitriolic language, activism, and political polarization were present and toxic. The inflammatory,
political rhetoric of Trump during his campaign had emboldened supporters to act out in violent
and discriminatory ways against non-White, non-hetero Americans (Schuster, 2020) to heighten
an already stressed environment. The qualitative study by Schuster (2020) identified that the
larger, national sociopolitical climate greatly impacted students on college campuses and in
2016, the hostilities experienced by students, particularly minoritized students, were dangerous.
Because of this, minority students sought for support among their communities where they could
be engaged with the political movement but did not experience hate or discrimination (Gonzalez
et al., 2018; Lott II and Love, 2020; Rodriguez and Huemmer, 2019; Schuster, 2020).
Such a search for support led to stress for many students in a highly divided environment.
One stressor to consider within the U.S. political climate in 2016 on college campuses is by
looking at this divide between conservative and liberal views of the issues. Manbeck et al. (2018)
conducted a quantitative study in which they examined the political polarization on college
campuses and how that translated into the way students of conservative and liberal ideologies
interacted with each other, particularly in a highly divided time in the country. The 2016 election
cycle created a heightened sociopolitical climate, and to understand the ways students of various
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political ideologies interacted on the college campus, Manbeck et al. (2018) implemented a
workshop in which they intervened among these disputing parties in order to facilitate social and
political understanding. What they found in their study was that while their intervention helped
to promote bipartisan relations among liberals and conservatives at their site (a majority-liberal
campus), students were still reluctant to find mutual understanding in the larger political realm
and that polarization would still exist (Manbeck et al., 2018).
In validating the political trauma of those who leaned left or identified as liberal in 2016,
this study demonstrated that the larger sociopolitical landscape mattered when it came to
understanding and coping the election results (Manbeck et al, 2018). It recognized that even if
interventions on campus, like workshops, had occurred and that there was some semblance of
respect for varying political ideologies, if the sociopolitical landscape was in chaos, then it was
not guaranteed that bipartisan relations would continue (Manbeck et al, 2018). Gonzalez et al.
(2018) confirmed this sentiment by examining the impact of conservative politics on LGBTQ+
individuals and how a chaotic political landscape negatively impacted the community’s views,
especially among those on the other side of the aisle. Gonzalez et al. (2018) noted that antiLGBTQ policies like Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (repealed in 2011) and Trump’s promise of a
transgender military ban aggravated tensions between the left (liberal voters) and the right
(conservative voters). The study by Manbeck et al. (2018) targeted the interactions of students of
polarized parties, like Gonzalez et al. (2018) studied, on campus, to demonstrate that discussing
politics was challenging. And even with the proper measures in place to ensure peace, the fallout
from the election win and the divisive nature of each campaign would greatly impact students,
especially those of liberal backgrounds, which many LGBTQ+ voters identified as (Chibbaro Jr.,
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2016). This puts into question the resources and support structures on university campuses for
future elections, should they be as divisive as 2016, which will be discussed later in this review.
Stress of the 2016 Election on LGBTQ+ Individuals
Sondel et al. (2017) studied the stress of the 2016 election and the impact the results had
in creating political trauma among educators, students, and disenfranchised Americans alike.
Trauma is defined as “a sudden and unexpected occurrence that causes intense fear and may
involve a threat of psychological harm or actual physical harm” (National Child Traumatic Stress
Network, 2017). The political trauma created by a divisive sociopolitical climate along with
combative political platforms heighted the psychological harm and stress for many American
voters, especially minoritized voters. Minority populations, like people of color, sexual
minorities, immigration status, were all traumatized by the 2016 election cycle and many studies
were conducted to illustrate the impact of the stress and trauma on these populations, especially
on college campuses. However, there is a gap in the literature when considering the trauma on
LGBTQ+ college students in 2016. Many published studies (Mahler-Rogers, 2017; Manbeck et
al., 2018; Sondel et al., 2018) recognized that minority and marginalized communities were
stressed, anxious, and concerned about Trump’s rhetoric and how his rhetoric focused on
populations that were blatant targets of his campaign (BIPOC, immigrants, individuals with
disabilities, etc.), but they did not seek to deeply understand the lived experiences within these
communities. For much of Trump’s campaign, he had considered himself a champion for
LGBTQ+ Americans, which is verified to be not true given the substantial changes during the
beginning days of his administration to implement divisive policies that were targeted against
LGBTQ+ Americans. This may contribute to the lack of literature among LGBTQ+ stress during
the 2016 election cycle. And because the current literature is limited regarding the experiences of
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LGBTQ+ students in the pre- and post-election periods of the 2016 election, studies like Lott II
and Love (2020) provide a blueprint on how marginalized communities were impacted by the
election and what it meant for university response. It also helped to provide insight into the
trauma experienced by these communities and how the election of Trump further exacerbated
that trauma.
In their study on BIPOC trauma in the aftermath of the 2016 election, Lott II and Love
(2020) recognized that candidate Trump had campaigned on policies that would have negatively
impacted BIPOC communities, which were built on xenophobic, homophobic, and racist ideals.
In his Republican National Convention acceptance speech to become the Republican nominee
for President in 2016, Trump discussed ways his policies would improve life for many
Americans, but in not-so-subtle ways targeted historically disadvantaged communities and
largely minoritized communities. Trump considered if his actions as President would “make life
better for young Americans in Baltimore, Chicago, Detroit, Ferguson” (D. Trump, personal
communication, July 21, 2016) and by specifically citing these cities, he was being intentional to
demonstrate that his policies would be against BIPOC and other minoritized communities. Such
statements like this revealed the hostility of the Trump campaign towards minority communities
which made it difficult for undergraduate men of color to feel safe on college campuses and have
a positive educational experience (Lott II and Love, 2020). Undergraduate men of color were
subject to micro-aggressive behavior, feelings of isolation as the minority population at a PWI
and were seen as “less than” among their White peers, which was much of the same rhetoric used
by Trump in his campaign (Lott II and Love, 2020).
It was not just that minority students felt isolated or experienced micro-aggressive
behaviors; they also experienced the emotions and stressors at the biological level. Hoyt et al.
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(2018) tracked cortisol levels of college students to determine that the period before the election,
about 2 days prior was when there was heightened stress about the election. By the time the
election ended, cortisol levels for many of the students had returned to normal, which could have
signaled a psychological recovery or a strong coping mechanism, which Hoyt et al. (2018)
determined to be solidarity with others who were distraught by a Trump win or avoiding the
results altogether. What their study showed, as did others (Lott II & Love, 2020; Mahler-Rogers,
2017; Manbeck et al., 2018; Sondel et al., 2018), was that this stress was felt across marginalized
communities because they were the ones being targeted in his campaign. Hoyt et al. (2018)
recognized that the divisive and oppressive rhetoric of Trump’s campaign based on race,
ethnicity, gender, and immigration created pre-election and post-election stress on various
communities that were not experienced as much as in previous election. It was this anxiety and
stress on these groups that Hoyt et al. (2018) and other researchers (Sondel et al., 2018; Lott II
and Love, 2020; Albright & Hurd, 2020) were able to determine that these heightened tensions
created by Trump and his campaign, as well as the election night itself, created a traumatic
experience worthy of discussion.
Marginalized Identities and the Experienced Political Trauma
Existing literature discussed the implications of a Trump administration on various
marginalized communities and the trauma they experienced. Lott II and Love (2020) cited
higher rates of racism and harassment during and after the election. Specifically, they discovered
these incidences at PWIs and investigated the ways in which the campus environment interacted
with men of color in a post-election Trump world. Lott II and Love (2020) also focused on the
mission statements of PWIs and their commitment to diversity, and the reality of what transpired
during the 2016 election to show that what they promised as protection did not come to fruition.
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This is important in understanding the trauma of the 2016 election for marginalized communities
because as beacons for civic education and opportunities for engaging discourse on polarizing
topics, such as the 2016 election, if universities failed to advocate for their students who were
greatly impacted by the election of Trump, it allowed for further marginalization based on
identity. Ballard et al. (2020) noted the importance of political engagement and civic discourse
when it came to the wellbeing of college students. For students from culturally or racially
marginalized backgrounds, political engagement then becomes
A similar study by Albright and Hurd (2020) focused on the political trauma of a Trump
win across various minority communities, including Latinx, Black, LGTBQ+, and immigrant
spaces. They hypothesized that as a member of a social identity group that was targeted by
Trump during his campaign that there was a greater chance of distress related to Trump and his
rhetoric, which then contributed to a worsening psychological state (Albright & Hurd, 2020).
Furthermore, the nomination of then-Governor Mike Pence to the GOP ticket brought more
distress to the LGBTQ+ community, since many of his policies and beliefs about same-sex
marriage were being scrutinized, like the bill he passed as governor in Indiana that made it a
felony for same-sex couples to apply for a marriage license (S.B. 101, 119 th Gen. Ass., 2015
Reg. Sess., 2015, as cited in Albright & Hurd, 2020). These policies within the state
foreshadowed a future with a strong anti-LGBTQ+ agenda nationwide within the Trump
administration if he won the 2016 election and the domino effect that could take place regarding
LGTBQ+ rights and protections (Albright & Hurd, 2020). By focusing on a breadth of
marginalized communities within the American university and the toll that a Trump presidency
would have (and did have) on underrepresented students, Albright and Hurd (2020) provided
insight into the real trauma and mental toll that was impacting relationships among peers and
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university constituents, as well as the sense of belonging that was becoming harder to feel on
campus for many. Ballard et al. (2020) confirmed these notions about the impact politics had on
wellbeing and that for marginalized communities, participation in politics becomes less
engaging. This, in turn, impacted the interactions individuals had with each other regarding
politics and the political climate and this was fully realized in the wake of the 2016 election. The
social interactions that students of the majority and minority communities have played a
significant role in the aftermath of the Trump election and the months and years that followed.
In their study completed post-2016 election, Gonzalez et al. (2018) identified the various
ways in which Trump’s policies and his administration had negatively impacted the LGBTQ+
community. Trump had falsely campaigned that he would be the “first Republican president to
support gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer (GLBTQ) people” (Lopez, 2017). During
his acceptance speech for the Republican nomination for President, Trump discussed the Pulse
Nightclub shooting in Florida and stated that “as your President, I will do everything in my
power to protect our LGBT citizens” (D. Trump, personal communication, July 21, 2016). The
juxtaposition between what he campaigned for on LGBTQ+ rights and protections, and what
occurred when he took office was astonishing. Within the first 100 days in office, Trump
implemented many policies that were against the LGBTQ+ population, including appointing
several Cabinet members that had anti-LGBTQ+ views, enacting the transgender military ban,
and eliminating LGBTQ+ content from the U.S. Department of State, U.S. Department of Labor,
and White House websites (O’Hara, 2017; Mechanic, 2017; Porter, 2017). This was a significant
change in course from the previous administration that many felt championed LGBTQ+ rights
and equality in the country. By contrasting the differences in policies and perspectives from the
Obama administration with the Trump administration, it became apparent that there was a
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“systematic retraction of protections for [GLBTQ] Americans” (Gonzalez et al., 2018, p. 131)
that also created a stressful and traumatic experience for this community. Lopez (2017) also
noted that while LGBTQ+ rights were not at the forefront of his campaign, it did not take Trump
and his administration long to pull back protections awarded to LGBTQ+ Americans, further
exacerbating the trauma and stress of what was to come in four years’ time.
The trauma that Trump created during his campaign and beyond severely impacted the
American sociopolitical climate and the ways American understood politics. Rodriguez and
Huemmer (2019) attempted to show the symbiotic relationship between politics and pedagogy to
develop critical consciousness. In doing so, they argued that the oppressive and destructive
Trump administration on knowledge and diversity would greatly damage the interactions
between oppressed and oppressive communities (Rodriguez and Huemmer, 2019). This is
evident as Rodriguez and Huemmer (2019) noted that of the 1,094 bias-related incidents in 2016,
109 were anti-LGBTQ, as well as the study conducted by Gonzalez et al. (2018) once the Trump
administration assumed power. The trauma after the election that was felt by LGBTQ+
undergraduate students hindered relationships and engagement within and outside the classroom,
prompting universities to act and create spaces for meaningful dialogue and pedagogy.
Rodriguez and Huemmer (2019) discussed the value of critical consciousness and pedagogical
practices in the classroom especially for LGBTQ+ students, who they saw as a population of
students that were subject to harassment and derogatory hate speech, further aggravated by
Trump. These studies have demonstrated that the trauma of minority communities, particularly
the LGBTQ+ community, was real and pervasive. The narratives on these experiences would
contribute greatly to the already existing literature and I argue are critical for further research.

43

LGBTQ+ Student Experiences
Dynamics of U.S. Sociopolitical Climate
As the general political climate in the United States began to crumble and became
divisive on many issues, the experiences for LGBTQ+ students on college campuses were
feeling the impact almost immediately. According to the American College Health Association
(2016), about 10% of the 95,761 university student respondents to their survey identified as a
member of the LGBTQ+ community. Throughout the country, the experiences of LGBTQ+
students depend on the campus climate, the institutional policies, and resources that are put in
place, and the support that is provided to them to feel a sense of belonging. Much of the literature
has shown that while there were significant improvements to LGBTQ+ resources and support, it
had been gradual and there are still oppressive behaviors taking place. Broadhurst et al. (2018)
studied the hardships of undergraduate LGBTQ+ students across campuses in the U.S. South but
noted that there was a growing support and advocacy for this population. Despite the increase in
support, the 2016 election created a much larger challenge for LGBTQ+ students in finding the
support they needed (Albright and Hurd, 2020; Budge et al., 2020; Garrison et al., 2017;
Gonzalez et al., 2018). It also demonstrated the value of political engagement among college
students (Ballard et al., 2020) and the responsibility universities have in providing the
environment for political discourse.
In considering the support that LGBTQ+ undergraduate students need on university
campuses, analyzing the dynamics of the social and political climates of the United States and
how that impacts this population of students is vital. For example, under the Obama
administration in 2015 the U.S. Supreme Court in Obergefell v. Hodges (576 U.S., 2015) ruled
that same-sex marriage was the law of the land which shifted the sociopolitical climate of the
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nation. While this was not the only moment that positively impacted LGBTQ+ identity and
society, it was a landmark civil rights decision that helped to expand policies and social norms to
make it more acceptable to identify as a member of the LGBTQ+ community (Albright & Hurd,
2020). A decision like Obergefell v. Hodges (576 U.S., 2015) allowed for a shift in the
sociopolitical climate for openness and acceptance because it demonstrated that LGBTQ+ rights
are human rights (Albright & Hurd, 2020), but once the country entered the 2016 election cycle,
divisive rhetoric overpowered this acceptance and there was a reversal on the climate. State
legislations and laws, like of then-Governor Mike Pence in Indiana, and public attacks on
minority groups on the campaign trail by Trump and his “Make America Great Again” slogan,
created a less accepting and less tolerant sociopolitical climate, which intensified the stress on
minority groups (Dovidio et al., 2010) and LGBTQ+ students were no exception before, during
and after the election.
Living and Learning as Sexual Minorities on American College Campuses
As the sexual minorities on campus, LGTBQ+ students were tasked to navigate the days
following the election (Albright & Hurd, 2020). Along with accepting the election results and a
very strong anti-LGBTQ+ platform with the incoming administration, the LGBTQ+ community
saw a rise in hate crimes against their identity (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2016). Many of
these crimes, as Albright and Hurd (2020) noted, were in the name of Trump, as his supporters
were provided their own platform and voice to invoke homophobia upon the community. On
campus, this meant that students of marginalized identities needed to find safety and support
structures that would not “attack” them because of their identities. It is important to recognize
that an “attack” could mean physical harm, as well as emotional and psychological harm. Lott II
and Love (2020) and Albright and Hurd (2020) studied these discriminatory practices at PWIs
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and the ways in which the student experiences for those that held marginalized identities were
impacted negatively by Trump’s election win. It is also important to note that even before these
bias-related incidences happened on our campuses, it was the fear of what could be, and the
power invoked upon Trump supporters by Trump himself that armed some students to use hate
speech and commit egregious acts against those of marginalized communities. This was a part of
the study conducted by Albright and Hurd (2020) who looked at social media platforms popular
among college students and the ways in which Trump’s rhetoric was pervasive online. Because
of this, it fueled, among his college student supporters, this ability to create more oppressive
systems on our campuses thus making marginalized communities feel more scrutinized and
traumatized by his win (van Dijk, 2012).
The campus climate for Schuster (2020) was the focus on the “psychological and
behavioral dimensions of campus climate as understood through students’ perspectives of an
institutional context that was shaped by sociopolitical context” (p. 3). In simpler terms, the
interactions between student engagement and perception, and the larger sociopolitical context
impact the behaviors of students and their psychological needs. Budge et al. (2020) confirmed
this when they studied the campus climate among gender nonconforming (TNG) students on
college campuses. The focus on TNG students and the political rhetoric of Trump, along with the
concern of little to no legal protections afforded to TNG students were examples of how the
campus climate were heavily impacted by political motivation and platforms. This, in turn, had
created minority stress which was the theoretical framework in the Budge et al. (2020) study.
When considering the 2016 election and the political rift between the candidates and their
platforms, it greatly impacted undergraduate students because it changed the university
environment and how students interacted with each other, administrators, faculty, etc.
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Budge et al. (2020) studied school climate similar and focused on these interactions
between students and their environment. Specifically, the study examined TNG students who
faced inequitable conditions on college campuses. Like the populations studied by Lott II and
Love (2020) and Albright and Hurd (2020), Budge et al. (2020) focused on the marginalized
identity of TNG students and sense of belonging that was lacking on campus. Hostile climates
yielded inadequate conditions for living and learning and these three studies demonstrated that
the marginalized identities, and particularly for those in the LGBTQ+ community, were no
stranger to a stigmatized campus climate. Myrick and Brown (1997) had earlier argued that
while strides were being made to make campuses more inclusive, there was a lack of inclusivity
especially in the academic setting. Malinowitz (1995) noted that LGB (trans and queer identities
were not a part of their study) students needed to make themselves visible which then created the
risk of hostility and discrimination towards self-identified LGB individuals. As centers for
empowerment, Myrick and Brown (1997) and Hypolite and Stewart (2019) utilized other studies
and frameworks, like Freire's pedagogy of the oppressed and queer theory, to argue that
universities assumed the responsibility to educate students on how college campuses could
connect social attitudes, like LGB identities, with academic discourse.
Conclusion
This literature review so far examined the interaction between the U.S. sociopolitical
climate and the college campus. As demonstrated by the literature, the college campus
represented a microcosmic view of the larger American society when it came to the 2016
election and how Americans reacted to Trump’s win. Furthermore, the LGBTQ+ undergraduate
population, alongside other marginalized undergraduate communities, were devastated by
Trump’s win as it signaled the potential of drastic changes in American policies and rights. In
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considering how to understand this trauma through a psychological perspective, this review will
examine minority stress and current studies that have utilized this theory to understand LGBTQ+
experiences historically and in the context of the 2016 election (Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et
al., 2018).
Theoretical Framework
Meyer (1995) and Minority Stress
The previous body of literature focused on the political foundations for LGBTQ+ rights
in the United States and how historically society has evolved towards acceptance and equality for
this community. It also showed how an evolving and dynamic political system also created
sources of stress and trauma for minority communities, especially those that identify as
LGBTQ+. The research also demonstrates that even in the 2016 presidential election, much was
at stake for LGBTQ+ Americans and college students. One theory in particular, minority stress,
is vital in understanding how Trump’s election to the U.S. presidency in 2016 created political
trauma for undergraduate LGBTQ+ students. The following section will outline basic tenets of
this theory and how it relates to the development of political trauma.
Minority Stress on LGBTQ+ Community and Undergraduate Students
Created in 1995 after a 10-year longitudinal study on gay men living in New York City
who were not diagnosed with AIDS at the height of the epidemic, Meyer’s (1995) framework of
minority stress derives from Brooks’ (1981) study of lesbian women and the notion that
individuals of minority status experience psychosocial stress because of their stigmatization
within society. Overall, Meyer (1995) argued that gay people are of a minority status and
because of environmental and social perceptions, they experience significant stress unlike the
majority or dominant groups. While this study focused mainly on gay men and generalized
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stressors among lesbians, Meyer’s (1995) approach to minority stress can be used within the
greater LGBTQ+ community, which has seen more membership and of varying identities since
this study ended in 1995. For the purpose of this review, Meyer’s (1995) theory of minority
stress will be examined across the LGBTQ+ spectrum.
For Meyer (1995), minority stress is “the juxtaposition of minority and dominant values
and the resultant conflict with the social environment experienced by minority group members”
(p. 39). Meyer (1995) also noted that when the individual is a member of a minority group and is
consistently experiencing stigmatizing and discrimination from the majority society, the stress is
significant and can create a disparaging experience between a member and their society. The
study also argued that this stress comes from much more than just the dominant society, but also
the needs, culture, and experiences of a minority member, which validates the literature from this
review on LGBTQ+ experiences within American society and on American college campuses.
Because the LGBTQ+ community has seen discrimination at all levels of government and in
living the American experience, as well as the constant fight for equality and access within a
heteronormative society, Meyer’s (1995) study was essential in understanding the impact of
struggle and stress on the mental health of gay men and women. As the United States started to
become more open to same-sex relationships and marriage (Brettschneider et al., 2017) and more
gay men and women became more visible in society (Meyer, 1995), the stress of being “out”
created an internal struggle and a deteriorating mental health status for the gay community. In the
context of the AIDS epidemic as this study examined, it is no mystery that heightened anxiety
and homophobia from the hetero-majority population ushered in high levels of stress for the
minority population. Meyer (1995) outlined three main stressors in this study to help understand
the root causes of minority stress which will prove to be critical in this review, especially in
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unpacking the political trauma of the 2016 election on LGBTQ+ undergraduate students. Figure
A below is a graphic representation of minority stress.
Figure A
Minority Stress

Note. Minority stress graphic is self-created.
Internalized homophobia, perceived stigma, and discrimination and violence, or prejudice
events, are the stressors that Meyer (1995) examined among gay men in their longitudinal study.
Internalized homophobia referred to the internalization of homophobic attitudes that a member of
the gay community placed on themselves when they began to recognize their own identity as a
homosexual (Meyer, 1995). In the early stages of self-recognition of one’s own sexual identity,
minority members begin to “self-label” and place society’s negative attitudes and perceptions on
themselves which in turn creates psychological harm. Meyer (1995) argued that because of the
early negative association with the self and society when it came to identifying as a homosexual,
along with “continued exposure to antihomosexual attitudes” (p. 41) by the majority, gay persons
continually experience this stressor throughout their lives. In considering the political trauma of
the 2016 election and its relationship to internalized homophobia, the study demonstrated that the
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LGBTQ+ community experienced antihomosexual attitudes from the Trump campaign
(Gonzalez et al., 2018; Republican Party Platform, 2016; Rodriguez & Huemmer, 2019) and that
potentially such negative attitudes were internalized for LGBTQ+ undergraduate students who
engaged with the election because of already preconceived homophobia on themselves.
Examining this stressor among LGBTQ+ undergraduate students will be helpful to demonstrate
that minority stress already existed, and the election of Trump further exacerbated the trauma
after the election results came in.
Perceived stigma, for Meyer (1995), meant that continual stigmatization on a minority’s
identity would lead to heightened stress and vigilance on one’s safety and well-being. For Meyer
(1995), the vigilance and hyperawareness of one’s identity and safety were so chronic and
pervasive that it would eventually lead towards a minority member’s mistrust with the majority
group and with society. This mistrust then led gay men, as Meyer (1995) hypothesized, towards
being hypervigilant and in constant fear of harm and mistreatment by society. If perceived
stigma is internalized by those of a minority group, then it is valuable to examine the ways in
which expressions of stigma, like hate speech, discriminatory practices, changes in federal and/or
state law that prohibit or alienate minority groups, further impact this stigma and hypervigilance.
In reflecting on the 2016 presidential election and Trump as candidate, it is important to examine
the relationship between Trump’s inflammatory speech towards the LGBTQ+ community and
the perceived stigma it created among these individuals, especially LGBTQ+ college students
who were experiencing the divisive sociopolitical climate on their own campuses. The
hypervigilance of one’s safety and well-being, Meyer (1995) argued, created a sense of constant
coping and fatigue in order to protect oneself from harm and Trump’s platform further inflamed
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these stigmas among the LGBTQ+ community (Albright & Hurd, 2020; Garrison et al., 2017;
Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lott II and Love, 2020; Schuster, 2020; Sondel et al., 2018).
Finally, Meyer (1995) identified discrimination and violence, or prejudice events, as a
third stressor for minority groups. Since 1995, much had changed in the United State regarding
acceptance and equal rights under the law for the LGBTQ+ community (Brettschneider et al.,
2017), but there were still biased and discriminatory practices occurring against the community
(Southern Poverty Law Center, 2016). Meyer (1995) argued that because of the minority groups’
position in society, sources of stress come from rejection, discrimination, and violence which in
turn stemmed from the largely heteronormative society that gay men and women found
themselves living in. What is important to note is that Meyer (1995) stated that a minor incident,
like a slur against a gay man, would have had significant impact on stress on the individual and
that in turn, what are seemingly smaller prejudice event could be seen internally as much larger
acts of violence towards one’s identity. As such, in the context of the AIDS epidemic, a gay man
would have taken these prejudice events as major acts of violence and internalized them to create
a stressful environment and fearful perception of society. In looking at the 2016 presidential
election, the harsh rhetoric of Trump and his campaign, alongside the expected discriminatory
practices against LGBTQ+ community could be contrived as both minor and major prejudice
events, thus heightening a member’s stress regarding the election outcome. For Meyer (1995), by
examining the interactions between these three stressors and their relationship in identity
formation and mental health statuses of gay men, the study concluded that these three stressors
did in fact lead to psychological distress in gay men and that further research was needed to
identify public policies and actions to combat discriminatory and prejudicial practices among gay
men and the gay community at large.

52

Studies since Meyer’s (1995) have utilized minority stress as a framework to understand
the LGBTQ+ student experiences as well as its impact on college campus climates. Budge et al.
(2020) used minority stress to understand the role of campus climate and belongingness for
nonbinary transgender students. By comparing the experiences of binary transgender students
with those who identify as nonbinary transgender, Budge et al. (2020) recognized that the more
fluidity in identifying one’s gender and the nuances that come with such identification, the more
changes that need to be made on the college campus. Belongingness, to Budge et al. (2020) was
the value and integration within the campus community that contributed to both academic life
and mental health of a student. For many in the LGBTQ+ community, especially binary and
nonbinary transgender students, belongingness is vital to academic and social success, while also
contributing to more positive mental health and physical outcomes. Budge et al. (2020) used
minority stress to understand the ways in which the college campus, e.g. demographics,
institution type, religious affiliation, among others, interacted with nonbinary transgender
students and their perception of belongingness, given these factors, and how nonbinary
transgender students responded to policy changes that either helped or challenges their collegiate
experiences. The results of Budge et al. (2020) concluded that when campuses provided a
community and a sense of belonging to nonbinary transgender students, the physical, mental, and
emotional well-being of these students were significantly better.
The ways in which campuses could provide belongingness included acknowledgement of
nonbinary identities on official forms, programs and activities related to LGBTQ+ communities
and identities, and more (Budge et al., 2020). Budge et al. (2020) is importance to this review
because it demonstrated the value of acknowledgement of LBGTQ+ identities and with effective
programming and intentional efforts to create belongingness, campus climates can respond to
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dramatic changes both nationally and institutionally. Lessons were learned by Budge et al.
(2020) as it was also one of the first studies to examine nonbinary transgender students within
the LGBTQ+ community and on college campuses, thus opening the pathway to future research
regarding campus climate and queer spaces.
Tavarez (2020) looked at another identity within the LGBTQ+ spectrum – bisexual
students and their sense of belongingness through the lens of minority stress, further validating
the importance of Meyer’s (1995) framework. Like Budge et al. (2020), Tavarez (2020) noted
the higher levels of stress, isolation, and stigmatization among bisexual college students and that
because of such, minority stress is a present trauma these students experience. What Tavarez
(2020) did differently from Budge et al. (2020) was focus on oppressive systems, specifically
heterosexism, since they argued that Meyer’s (1995) study and framework did not provide
enough of an analysis regarding oppression, while also using queer theory. This study was
important because it compared the experiences of bisexual students with a larger minoritized
population, which Tavarez claimed to experience a more negative campus climate (2020).
This can be juxtaposed with Gonzalez et al. (2018) who examined LBGTQ+ minority
stress in the aftermath of Trump’s election win among the general community rather than a
campus community. In their study, Gonzalez et al. (2018) framed the minority stress experienced
by LGBTQ+ people as a product of Trump’s election win, because of the heterosexist system
that Tavarez (2020) would study years later, along with the three factors of Meyer’s (1995)
framework. With these considerations to understanding the trauma LGBTQ+ members
experienced with Trump’s election, Gonzalez et al. (2018) argued that the political rhetoric and
proposed policies of Trump, amassed with minority stress as a psychological phenomenon,
ultimately impacted the LGBTQ+ community negatively but that the community came together
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to establish a supportive network. These studies and their use of Meyer’s (1995) minority stress
framework along with critical analyses of the political climate, campus climate, and mental
health among LGBTQ+ individuals are quintessential to this review and future policy
implications. They help to display the gaps in the literature when it comes to connecting
LGBTQ+ undergraduate students’ experiences and the trauma experienced in the wake of
Trump’s win in 2016. The gaps will be discussed further in this review.
Minority stress is a valid theory to examine within the body of literature. By considering
the ways the 2016 presidential election as an event, Trump’s rhetoric on the campaign trail, and
his eventual election as President, impacted LGBTQ+ undergraduate students, the tenets of
minority stress from Meyer’s study are all applicable to understanding the trauma that was
experienced by members of this community on college campuses. This theory validates many of
the studies in this literature review regarding the trauma experienced by minority groups (Black,
immigrant, Latinx, LGBTQ+) as a result of Trump’s election to the presidency (Albright &
Hurd, 2020; Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lott II & Love, 2020; Rodriguez &
Huemmer, 2019; Tavarez, 2020). However, what is missing from the existing literature is an
examination of the LGBTQ+ community on college campuses and how the election (campaign,
election night, and post-election months leading to inauguration) created a significant source of
stress for LGBTQ+ undergraduate students. The next and final section will discuss the gaps in
the literature and opportunities for future research and policy practice.
Conclusion
Previous studies surrounding the 2016 presidential election have been focused within
four major areas: general reactions to Trump’s victory within marginalized communities, on and
off college campuses (Albright & Hurd, 2020; Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lott II
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& Love, 2020; Rodriguez & Huemmer, 2019; Schuster, 2020; Tavarez, 2020), the impact of
Trump’s election on students as a collective body versus specific communities and identities
(Mahler-Rogers, 2017; Manbeck et al., 2018; Sondel et al., 2018), the role universities played in
responding to Trump’s election and supporting students (Ballard et al., 2020; Hypolite &
Stewart, 2019; Mahler-Rogers, 2017; Read, 2018), and minority stress (Meyer, 1995) within
LGBTQ+ spaces (Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018). A major gap in the literature is the
synthesis of the initial reactions to Trump’s election win and how LGBTQ+ undergraduates
responded to this event and whether students felt supported by their institutions in the wake of
the election. Although studies like Budge et al. (2020) and Gonzalez et al. (2018) utilized
minority stress and looked within the gay community after the election, these studies were
quantitative and did not provide narratives behind the statistics. Qualitative research can be
valuable to the existing literature. By conducting a qualitative study, researchers can corroborate
narratives, codes, and other forms of qualitative data among the quantitative data to suggest that
this phenomenon was potentially traumatic for LGBTQ+ undergraduate students. As Maxwell
(2013) suggested, the strength of qualitative research is the focus on specific events and/or
people, and the emotions and descriptions of these phenomenon that derive from it. Including
these narratives are vital to universities to create policies and programs to support their minority
populations, especially LGBTQ+ communities, during divisive political climates.
LGBTQ+ undergraduate students were among this minority community that was the
target of Trump’s divisive politics, and it is important to examine the trauma students faced and
how their identity was changed by his election and eventual tenure as President. Using Meyer’s
(1995) framework of minority stress along with existing literature will help to bridge the gap in
preexisting research and to demonstrate the need for universities to be better equipped to handle
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further contentious politics and create salient solutions to show support for LGBTQ+
undergraduate students. Budge et al. (2020) provided examples of ways institutions can show
support for sexual minorities on college campuses as implications from their study. A future
research opportunity exists to corroborate quantitative data, like in Budge et al. (2020) with
qualitative data to suggest that universities can do more to provide support for LGBTQ+
undergraduate students, as well as other sexual minorities on campus.
This study helped to contribute to this literature by showing strengths and weaknesses in
university responses to the election and how LGBTQ+ undergraduate students viewed the
campus climate after a divisive election. The qualitative data that was collected in this study
contributed greatly to this larger narrative about university responsibility to promote political
engagement and if the 2020 election was an indication that colleges and universities are on the
right track for future local, state, and federal elections. Conducting a qualitative research project,
like a phenomenology, captured the essence of how LGBTQ+ undergraduate students
experienced Trump’s election win and how that impacted their college-going experience.
Qualitative data, in general, contributed greatly to this larger narrative about university
responsibility to promote political engagement and whether or not, based on student perceptions,
if universities engaged appropriately with the LGBTQ+ population after the results of the 2016
election and during Trump’s presidency.
Summary
The goal of this literature review was threefold: provide historical context on the gay
rights movement in the United States, discuss the dynamics of the U.S. sociopolitical climate and
how the LGBTQ+ community, on and off campuses, interact with this climate, and provide
context on the 2016 election and its impact on the LGBTQ+ population. The literature review
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also examined the theoretical framework that will be used for this dissertation study, Meyer
(1995) and minority stress, and the studies that have used it to understand LGBTQ+ identities
and its role in the aftermath of Trump’s election win. Finally, the literature review highlighted
gaps that exist in current studies to promote the need for qualitative data and how it can
corroborate existing work to strengthen policies for university support and response to LGBTQ+
needs during an election cycle, as well as future research. These gaps will be further explored in
this study and ways this research can be utilized for future policymakers, university
administrators, and higher education professionals seeking to best support LGBTQ+
undergraduate students during politically divisive periods.
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology
“I think it just felt to me that everybody was like in disbelief that such hatred could have so much
support. And I think that was what people were upset about.” -Luna
“The day before the election, I had seen Hillary Clinton speak. Energy was high…I remember
that as the night went on…as results were coming in, I was like ‘Oh, something not good is
happening!” -Mike
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to examine the retrospective impact of the 2016 U.S.
presidential election of Donald Trump on then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students and how his
shifted their college-going experience, if at all. The study also examined whether, based on
student perceptions of events that occurred before, during, and after the election, universities
responded effectively to support the LGBTQ+ community. The previous chapter highlighted the
gaps in the current literature, with a major gap being a lack of qualitative data on this topic. In
this chapter, I will discuss my research design and methodology for this study. First, I will define
the parameters of this study, with focus on why qualitative research was essential to answer my
research questions, phenomenology as the main method for research, and how a transformative
paradigm was important to this research. Next, I review the research questions and research
design. This includes a brief review of a pilot study conducted in January 2021 to May 2021 to
validate the need for this study. Finally, I discuss my positionality as the researcher and ethical
considerations for this dissertation.
Defining Qualitative Research
Why qualitative research?
This study was conducted as a qualitative research project. Qualitative research
investigates the complexities of the human experience to understand how humans engage with
each other and their environment (Roller & Lavrakas, 2015). As mentioned in the previous
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chapter, a significant gap in the existing literature is the lack of qualitative data, or the focus on
specific events and/or people and the emotions and descriptions of these events that derive from
the data (Maxwell, 2013). Previous studies conducted on LGBTQ+ populations in the aftermath
of the 2016 election (Budge et al. 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018) were predominantly quantitative
and did not provide narratives behind the statistics. Other research that focused on marginalized
communities in the wake of Trump’s election (Albright & Hurd, 2020; Budge et al., 2020;
Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lott II & Love, 2020; Rodriguez & Huemmer, 2019; Schuster, 2020;
Tavarez, 2020) were a mix of qualitative and quantitative research. By conducting a solely
qualitative research study focused on the experiences of LGBTQ+ former students, I contribute
to existing knowledge on this topic while also corroborating narratives with findings from
quantitative studies. To accomplish this, I employed phenomenology, a qualitative research
methodology that best fit with my goals as a researcher. Merriam (2009) identified
phenomenological research as the method to bridge human consciousness with real world
experiences. By using phenomenological methods, I wove together a variety of voices into a
linear format to create a story of a phenomenon that answered the questions for this research
(Saldaña, 2011). A hermeneutic approach within the transformative paradigm helped with the
research design, which will be explored next in this chapter.
The Transformative Paradigm
I identify within the transformative paradigm. If hermeneutics, discussed in the next
section, uses historical context and self-reflection to interpret a phenomenon, then the
transformative paradigm takes it one step further in the understanding of an event through action
to help people with marginalized identities (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). A transformative view
of the world asserts that a research inquiry should be connected with politics and political change
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to mitigate social oppression (Mertens, 2010). A transformative interpretation of the 2016
presidential election among then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students provided a sample of
narratives of the lived experience with the already existing body of literature. The cultural norms
and historical contexts within society, along with the sociopolitical climate in 2016 as the focal
point for this study, all suggest that a transformative approach (Creswell & Creswell, 2018)
aligned my interests in studying this phenomenon with my understanding of this event. As a
researcher who is a member of the LGBTQ+ community, and is engaged in understanding the
U.S. political system and its interaction with the larger social climate of the U.S., I am
committed to using the findings of this research to enact change among a community that
historically has worked towards social justice. Therefore, by collecting data from an unheard
perspective from the 2016 presidential election and analyzing the results, I suggest policies and
actions that can inform U.S. colleges and universities towards transforming their campuses to
become centers for support for LGBTQ+ and other minoritized communities after future
elections, which will be explained further in Chapter 5.
By corroborating the experiences of LGBTQ+ undergraduate students in 2016 with
minority stress (Meyer, 1995), I contributed to already existing research by suggesting issues that
need to be examined within these spaces and how universities can be changemakers (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). Given the complexities of the 2016 presidential election and the impact the
election of Trump had on marginalized communities in general (Albright & Hurd, 2020; Budge
et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lott II & Love, 2020; Rodriguez & Huemmer, 2019;
Schuster, 2020; Tavarez, 2020), using the transformative paradigm to address social issues and
create salient practices for higher education administrators was ideal for this study (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018; Mertens, 2010).
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Hermeneutic Phenomenology as a Methodological Approach
I chose to conduct a hermeneutic, phenomenological study for this dissertation because I
aimed to understand the essence of this phenomenon, or rather the shared, unique experiences of
then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students before, during, and immediately following the election of
Trump. Hermeneutic phenomenology, according to Laverty (2003) and their interpretation of
various schools of thought on this methodology, is research that focuses on the human
experience as it is lived with a foundational structure in historical context. While
phenomenological research focuses on experience to give meaning to a particular event,
hermeneutic phenomenology is interpretative and utilizes historical context to understand an
experience (Laverty, 2003). My research included the history of the gay rights movement in the
United States and how that influenced the sociopolitical climate in 2016 during the presidential
election cycle. In Chapter 2, I cited existing research that established that because of the
historical context of gay rights in the U.S. and the threats to equality and access with the election
of Trump, LGBTQ+ students at the time experienced a significant traumatic event (Budge et al.,
2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Schuster, 2020; Tavarez, 2020). In turn, the passage of time
between 2016 and today, when interviews were conducted, created a momentum among the
sampled population to be more engaged and involved within the U.S. sociopolitical climate. This
linear connection between the past, their presence in 2016 and in 2022, and implications for the
future was critical to this study, which will be discussed later in Chapter 5. Therefore, the
hermeneutic phenomenological approach was the best choice for this study to understand what
happened among then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students in November 2016, during the Trump
presidency, and in a society after Trump’s first term.
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The hermeneutic approach specifically, as Laverty (2003) and Maxwell (2014) suggest, is
interpretive in analysis and understanding. As a researcher, I needed to balance the historical
context with my own experience of the phenomenon, and the experiences of my participants, to
suggest that a unique event occurred in 2016. As such, I always took into consideration my
positionality and experiences to interpret the experiences of my participants and the role it has in
the analysis of this phenomenon. By being a researcher that identifies as a member of the
LGBTQ+ community and experienced a similar trauma when Trump was elected president, I
was able to be present for my participants, create a safe space for them, and understand their
experiences as queer more broadly beyond the context of this study. Therefore, the
phenomenological approach fit well within the constructs of this study because I collected data
through interviews and interpreted my findings through the transformative paradigm when
considering the events in 2016 and beyond. This included the contextual history of gay rights in
the U.S. and the threat of a Trump presidency and the legacy of his administration, on LGBTQ+
individuals.
Laverty (2003) also cited that within the hermeneutic phenomenological approach comes
self-reflection of the researcher and the role of the researcher in interpreting the data. The
researcher, for Laverty (2003), must consistently provide their own experience and their position,
and how it relates to the research being conducted. Laverty (2003) notes that the hermeneutic
approach requires the researcher to engage with the current literature and collect data by always
reflecting on one’s own biases in the interpretive process. Memos were effective in dealing with
my positionality which Creswell and Creswell (2018) note as important to any qualitative study,
especially a hermeneutic approach. Given the historical context and theoretical framework for
this study, along with my experiences, a hermeneutic phenomenology best aligned with my goals
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as a researcher and how I developed and carried out this study. The interpretive approach that
comes with hermeneutics was essential in my quest to understand how LGBTQ+ undergraduate
students in 2016 reacted to Trump’s election win and their perception of how universities
responded to their needs in the aftermath. I discuss my positionality as the researcher later in this
chapter and my reflexivity as it relates to validity.
Research Questions
The goal of this dissertation is to answer the following research questions:
1. How do LGBTQ+ postsecondary graduates perceive that the 2016 election and the days
immediately following impacted them?
2. Based on student perceptions, in what ways, if any, did universities provide physical,
emotional, and social supports for LGBTQ+ students before, during, and after the 2016
election?
3. In what ways, if any, did Trump’s presidency mark a shift in the postsecondary
graduates’ life experience during and after college?
Research Design
Pilot Study Review
From January 2021 through May 2021, I conducted a pilot study of this research. During
these months, I interviewed 4 participants that self-identified within the LGBTQ+ community,
had earned a Bachelor’s degree, and attended a four-year college or university in the United
States. Three participants had attended a four-year college or university in 2016 during the
election, and one participant served as a higher education administrator in 2016. Each participant
was someone I had close connections with and therefore did not complete my solicitation survey.
In my outreach to each participant, I notified them that they were being interviewed for a course
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I was enrolled in and that the findings would not be used for my dissertation study. Each
interview was conducted through Microsoft Teams and recorded for transcription and analysis. I
used my semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix C) for each interview. After each
interview, I transcribed the conversations, coded the data, and analyzed my findings. Results
were shared in May 2021 with colleagues in my research seminar. I analyzed a variety of
inductive codes that highlighted the participants’ perceptions of experienced trauma in the wake
of the 2016 election and the perceptions of university support for the LGBTQ+ community. I
also discovered many in vivo codes, which are codes that come directly from the participants and
may be significant in the development of themes or categorical codes (Creswell & Creswell,
2018; Saldaña, 2021). It was from this exercise that I was able to create a more elaborate and
focused coding process, which is discussed later in this chapter.
From this pilot study, I learned a great deal about myself as a researcher and my
positionality, and I gained valuable information about the data I was to collect from this study.
Regarding the data I collected from this pilot study, I used coding to determine the themes from
the narratives and how these codes related back to my research questions and goals of the study.
The coding process included a first-round open coding stage, where I read through small samples
of the transcribed interviews, completed by me, and identified codes. Once open coding was
completed, I began the second round, which included compressing and condensing similar codes
into more specific codes. Some identified codes that came from this study included: political
optimism, disappointment, polarized politics, safe spaces, and community, among others. After
these codes were identified, I then defined each code within three distinct categories: political
trauma, intersectionality, and engagement. Even from four participants I gained a great deal of
data.
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My hope was that from this pilot study, I could expand and diversify the sample size to
demonstrate that there was a phenomenon that was experienced by then-undergraduate LGBTQ+
students during the 2016 presidential election. The pilot study informed the research design
employed for this full study by validating that this research would contribute to already existing
knowledge on this topic. Particularly, the narratives from those who lived through this
experience is meaningful and critical for future higher education practitioners. For example, the
pilot study confirmed that LGBTQ+ undergraduate students were negatively impacted by the
election of Trump, but it required further inquiry into who was impacted and how various
universities responded. It also made me think about how the college-going experienced was
impacted by the 2016 election results, which the pilot study did not address. Therefore, I was
sure to include a research question and additional protocol questions geared towards postelection findings. The pilot study also helped for distinguishing the need for more qualitative
data among other marginalized communities in the wake of the 2016 election to determine best
practices and policies by universities to support these students during politically charged events.
Chapter 5 of this dissertation will discuss some of the measures universities could take to provide
support for this community, based on the results from the full study that were inspired by this
pilot study.
The pilot study did more than provide justification for me to carry out the full study. It
also showed areas that I could improve upon for this dissertation. First, it showed me gaps in my
recruitment and where I needed to be specific and intentional on who I wanted to interview for
the full study. This meant being thoughtful about the various identities that an individual could
carry and being sure that the solicitation survey included those identities. I did this by including
the following gender identities in the survey: cisgender man, cisgender woman, non-binary,
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transgender, and an option of “other” to give participants a space to identify their best fit identity.
For sexual orientation, this included adding gay, bisexual, lesbian, queer/questioning, unsure,
and other, also to give participants the space to write their best fit identity. This would help to
diversify the sample and be as inclusive as possible. Additionally, I needed to work harder in
soliciting participation through my personal networks, as well as using social media in an ethical
manner. In accordance with IRB, I did not post on my personal Facebook page nor did I actively
recruit on other social media platforms. I stayed within the bounds of IRB approval, which was
posting in Facebook in professional groups and networks, and on LinkedIn, which is solely used
for business. By not asking personal friends of mine to participate in this full study, nor posting
on my personal Facebook page, I eliminated any potential bias from the study. Second, the pilot
study also allowed me to enhance my interview protocol. While many of the questions from the
pilot remained for the full study, I took the time to revisit the protocol and ask myself if there
were any missing questions I needed to ask to get a full understanding of the phenomenon in
2016. What emerged from this thought exercise was the creation of more nuanced questions,
such as “Throughout Trump’s presidency and since the election how did his tenure as president
impact you, if at all?” followed by two follow-up questions: “How have your opinions of Trump
changed, if at all, since his election?” and “How did you experience the election of Joe Biden in
2020 when compared to your experience of the 2016 election?”. These questions provided me
more detail about the participants’ unique experience of the 2016 election and its impact on
them, and how these reflections were in response to their time at their college/university and
what occurred on the night of the election. They were implemented in the full study.
These various changes were important since they provided richer data for analysis and
recommendations for future research and policy implementation. The coding process changed
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from the pilot to the full study. For the full study, I decided that using emotion coding, which
was an update from the pilot, was important to do. The themes that I found from my pilot study
were mainly consequences – because of Trump’s election in 2016, participant experienced
trauma that in turn created motivation to be more involved in politics.. To understand the essence
of a unique experience, which a phenomenological study hopes to discover, the emotions that
emerged give meaning to that experience. A lesson learned from this pilot study then was to
include emotion coding as a component of the coding process and give the codes magnitude, like
“positive” or “negative” to suggest that throughout one’s life experience, especially during the
election of Trump in 2016, emotions changed and were in direct response to what was being
experienced. I believe that the implementation of these improvements made the full study
stronger.
In the remaining sections, I discuss in more detail the application of these strategies. The
research skills I gained from this pilot study, including interviewing skills, coding, and analysis
of codes, are vital to this design and how I implemented my study.
Site and Participant Selection
The pilot study taught me a great deal about who I should recruit for this study and why
they are important to answering my research questions. In selecting my participants, I wanted to
choose those that would be the most productive for my study, which will help me answer my
research questions (Maxwell, 2013). To do this, I employed criterion sampling. Merriam (2009)
explains criterion sampling as a method that allows the researcher to establish specific criteria for
eligibility which directly reflects the purpose of the study. Criterion sampling allowed me to be
explicit in my criteria for eligibility and why each criterion was significant (Merriam, 2009). The
criteria for eligibility in this study included presently identifying within the LGBTQ+
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community, either through sexual orientation or gender identity, and participants needed to have
been an undergraduate student in 2016 working towards a Bachelor’s degree. Participants were
required to have been enrolled at a U.S. college or university and to have been at least 18 years
or older on November 8, 2016, to suggest that they were of legal voting age if they chose to vote
in 2016. A complete survey to solicit participation in this study can be found in the Appendix
(Appendix B). Midway through the recruitment process, I also employed snowball sampling to
get more participants for the study. Snowball sampling is the method of convenience sampling
which asks members of a study sample to assist and identify other participants to participate in
research (Handcock & Gile, 2011). I employed this method because it was becoming difficult to
recruit participants through social media solely, and given that study participants were at least six
years removed from their undergraduate careers. Snowball sampling allowed me to engage with
additional participants who were interested in providing their experiences of the 2016 election.
These parameters were intentional as they directly related to my research questions and
frameworks to establish the need for this research.
The recruitment cycle began in early May 2022 and ran until the end of June 2022. To
solicit participation, I conducted two campaigns: one on Facebook within professional networks
and groups, and one on LinkedIn, since both connected me with various higher education
professionals that assisted me in getting connected with former students who received a
Bachelor’s degree at a U.S. college or university and were enrolled at a U.S. college or university
in 2016. My personal connections received an email from me with an outline of the study and
criteria for eligibility, and then my contacts sent emails to students that they personally knew
who fit this criterion. This method was also utilized in my pilot study with success.
Full Study Screening Survey
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For this dissertation study, once participants had access to the study information, they
were asked to complete a 5-minute demographic survey, which was administered via Qualtrics
through Seton Hall University. Such questions on the survey included: gender identity, sexual
orientation, voting eligibility and voting behavior (and, if they voted, who they voted for), their
class year in college during the election (first year, sophomore, junior, senior), and more
(Appendix B). The questions that were open-ended were: name and chosen pseudonym, age,
religion, name of college/university, and major(s) and minor(s). The questions that required a
selection were: gender identity, sexual orientation, race and ethnicity, their class standing and
housing status in 2016, a political party affiliation, if they voted in 2016, and who they voted for
in that election. For gender identity, the options included: cisgender male, cisgender female,
transgender, non-binary or third gender, or other, allowing the participant to write in a best-fit
identity. For sexual orientation, the options were: bisexual, gay, lesbian, queer,
questioning/unsure, straight (heterosexual), or other, allowing the participant to write in a best-fit
response. For race and ethnicity, options included: American Indian/Alaskan Native,
Asian/South Asian, Biracial/Multiracial, Black/African/African American, Hispanic/Latinx,
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, White/Caucasian/Middle Eastern, or other, which the
participant could use to write-in their identity. This survey data was used to screen eligible
participants, as well as gauge their backgrounds and how they identified in college and currently.
When surveys were completed, I wrote to each eligible participant via email to schedule an
interview with me, as well as provide them with the IRB-approved Informed Consent Form. I
also informed participants that participation in this study was voluntary and at any point they
could withdraw themselves from this process.
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Through non-probability sampling (Merriam, 2009), my goal was to have 20-25
participants in this study, at which point I gathered that I would hit saturation with data analysis,
which will be explained later in this chapter. Small (2009) discussed sampling for range and that
selecting a predetermined number of respondents could help remedy the challenges of random
sampling, which I sought to avoid because of the criterion for eligibility. Although I would be
finding participants through non-random approaches, sampling for range helped make the study
more effective (Small, 2009). During this recruitment cycle, I was able to successfully collect 17
total survey responses and 12 interviews were conducted. Five participants were either deemed
ineligible during the survey screening, or they decided to no longer participate or never
responded to multiple outreaches from me to participate. Of the five, one participant was
ineligible to continue in the study because they were a senior in high school in the 2016-2017
academic year. Two participants did not respond to numerous outreach attempts to schedule an
interview, and two withdrew their participation after a third attempt to schedule an interview.
Much smaller than the target of 20-25 participants, only 12 interviews were conducted.
Given that the passage of time was six years between the election night and the present, in
addition to participants having limited access to university email accounts, and/or using other
social media platforms besides Facebook and LinkedIn, it was a challenging process to gather
participants. However, the diversity of the participant group was richer than I could have hoped
for because I was able to interview across the LGBTQ+ spectrum within sexual orientations and
gender identities, as well as interview those that held various racial and ethnic identities, and
went to school across the country. Small (2009) discussed the approach for a smaller sample size
by saying that “there is a place for a small interview study to make meaningful contributions to
knowledge, provided the language and assumptions through which it is interpreted differ” (p.15).
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In Chapter 5, I discuss the limitations to this study and that this smaller sample size cannot
represent the LGBTQ+ population more broadly, but that the knowledge gained from this set of
participants is meaningful and important to add to existing research. Additionally, I hit saturation
(Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018) by the time I interviewed my 12 th participant, since many of the
same themes and experiences were emerging across the data. Below in Table 3.1 is the
demographic summary of my participants.
Table 3.1
Demographic Results of Study Participants
Name

Age*

Sam
Will

26

Ricky
Chris

25

Luna

25

Cara

Gender
Identity

Sexual
Orientation

Race/Ethnicity

Vote
in
2016?
Yes

Voted
for…**

Non-Binary,
Third Gender

Lesbian

White/Caucasian/ Upper
Middle Eastern
Midwest

Cisgender
Male
Cisgender
Male
Cisgender
Male
Cisgender
Female

Gay

White/Caucasian/ MidMiddle Eastern
Atlantic
Hispanic/Latinx
MidAtlantic
Hispanic/Latinx
MidAtlantic
Hispanic/Latinx
MidAtlantic

Yes

HRC

Yes

HRC

Yes

HRC

No

N/A

Cisgender
Female

Bisexual

White/Caucasian/ Southeast
Middle Eastern

Yes

3rd
Party

Gay
Queer
Lesbian

Location of
University^

HRC

Mallory

25

Cisgender
Female

Queer

Asian/South
Asian

MidAtlantic

No

N/A

Williston

28

Cisgender
Male
Cisgender
Male

Bisexual

White/Caucasian/
Middle Eastern
White/Caucasian/
Middle Eastern

MidAtlantic
MidAtlantic

Yes

HRC

No

N/A

MidAtlantic

No

N/A

Yes

HRC

Yes

HRC

Mike

Gay

Bastian

26

Cisgender
Male

Gay

Hispanic/Latinx

Ezra

26

Bisexual

Bryce

27

Cisgender
Female
Transgender

White/Caucasian/ Southeast
Middle Eastern
White/Caucasian/ MidMiddle Eastern
Atlantic

Queer

* Age was an open-ended question on the survey and participants were not required to write in
their age.
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** “HRC” means Hillary Rodham Clinton. “N/A” means that the participant did not vote in the
2016 election and therefore, the question was not applicable to them.
^ This data was not collected from the survey. Regions were determined based on the institution
participants received their Bachelor’s degree from and its geographic location, per ACUHO-I
definitions.
The locations of each university are based on the regional definitions of the Association
of College and University Housing Offices – International (ACUHO-I, 2021), provided that all
but 1 of the study participants resided on campus or within university-affiliated housing in 2016.
Within this set, 7 participants identified as juniors during their undergraduate career, 2 were
seniors, 2 were first-year students, and 1 was a second-year/sophomore student. Majors and
minors varied across disciplines.
Regarding site selection, given the challenges of the COVID-19 global pandemic and the
increased use of technology for meetings, I provided virtual options, such as Zoom through my
Georgetown University professional account or Microsoft Teams through my Seton Hall
University student account to interview participants, and all interviews were conducted via
Zoom. Using video call software allowed for privacy and comfort in one’s own environment to
share freely, and it established trust and openness with me as the researcher. The virtual option
for interviews also helped me to recruit a more diverse sample, especially geographically.
The Participants
Participants ranged between the ages of 25-28. Among the sample that was interviewed,
seven identified as White/Caucasian/Middle Eastern, four identified as Hispanic/Latinx, and one
as Asian/South Asian. Seven identified as cisgender male, three identified as cisgender female,
one participant identified as non-binary, and one identified as transgender male (female to male
transition). There were four participants who identified as gay, one that identified as lesbian, four
that identified as queer, and three that identified as bisexual. Nine participants attended
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institutions in the Mid-Atlantic region, two in the Southeast region, and one in the Upper
Midwest region. Eight participants voted in the 2016 election, and four did not vote. Of the four
that did not vote, two were not eligible to vote due to their U.S. citizenship status (one participant
was an international student, and one was a permanent resident of the U.S. in 2016 and gained
full citizenship in 2022). Within the eight participants that voted in 2016, seven voted for the
Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton, and one voted for a 3rd party candidate. At the time of the
election, 11 participants were classified as residential students, meaning that they occupied oncampus housing or off-campus housing owned by or affiliated with the university, and one
participant classified as a commuter student, or someone who was living with self, family, or
friends in non-university affiliated housing. Below are brief profiles of each participant:
Sam is a White, non-binary, lesbian individual who attended a private, Catholic, all-women’s
university in the Upper Midwest region and studied History with a minor in Digital Humanities.
They were a junior, residential student at the time of the 2016 election and affiliated, and voted,
for the Democratic party and Hillary Clinton.
Will is a White, cisgender gay male who attended a private, liberal arts institution in the MidAtlantic region and studied English and Theater. He was a junior, residential student at the time
of the 2016 election and affiliated, and voted for, the Democratic party and Hillary Clinton.
Ricky is a Hispanic/Latinx, cisgender gay male who attended a private, polytechnic university in
the Mid-Atlantic region and studied Electrical Engineering with a minor in Engineering
Management. He was a junior, residential student at the time of the 2016 election and affiliated,
and voted for, the Democratic party and Hillary Clinton.
Chris is a Hispanic/Latinx, cisgender queer male who attended a private, Ivy League university
in the Mid-Atlantic region and studied Sociology with a minor in Latino Studies. He was a
second-year/sophomore, residential student at the time of the 2016 election and affiliated, and
voted for, the Democratic party and Hillary Clinton.
Luna is a Hispanic/Latinx, cisgender lesbian female who attended a private, liberal arts
institution in the Mid-Atlantic region and studied Women’s and Genders Studies and
International Relations with a minor in Latin American Studies. She was a first-year, residential
student at the time of the 2016 election and did not vote, nor was affiliated, with any U.S.
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political party due to her status as an international student on an F-1 visa. Luna is originally from
Mexico.
Cara is a White, cisgender bisexual female who attended a public, research university in the
Southeast region and studied Computer Science and Studio Art. She was a junior, commuter
student at the time of the 2016 election and voted for the 3 rd party candidate and identified as a
Libertarian. Cara has since switched her political party affiliation to the Democratic Party.
Mallory is an Asian, cisgender queer female who attended a public, research university in the
Mid-Atlantic region and studied Global Liberal Studies with a concentration in Law, Ethics, and
Religion, with a minor in Chinese. She was a junior, residential student at the time of the 2016
election and was studying abroad in Asia during that time. Mallory did not vote in the election
nor was she affiliated with any party, but has since affiliated with the Democratic Party.
Williston is a White, cisgender bisexual male who attended a private, polytechnic university in
the Mid-Atlantic region and studied Chemical Engineering. He was a senior, residential student
at the time of the 2016 election and affiliated, and voted for, the Democratic party and Hillary
Clinton.
Mike is a White, cisgender gay male who attended a public, research university in the MidAtlantic region and studied Mechanical Engineering. He was a first-year, residential student at
the time of the 2016 election and did not vote nor was affiliated, with any U.S. political party due
to his status as a permanent resident of the U.S. Mike has since gained full citizenship and has
affiliated himself with the Democratic Party.
Bastian is a Hispanic/Latinx, cisgender gay male who attended a private, research university in
the Mid-Atlantic region and studied Marketing and Finance. He was a junior, residential student
at the time of the 2016 election and did not vote, nor was affiliated, with any political party in the
U.S. and is currently not affiliated with any political party.
Ezra is a Middle Eastern, cisgender bisexual female who attended a public, research university
in the Southeast region and studied Cognitive Science. She was a junior, residential student at the
time of the 2016 election and voted for, and affiliated with, the Democratic party and Hillary
Clinton.
Bryce is a White, transgender queer male who attended a private, liberal arts university in the
Mid-Atlantic region and studied Women’s and Gender Studies and Psychology. He was a senior,
residential student at the time of the 2016 election and affiliated with, and voted for, the
Democratic party and Hillary Clinton.
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Approaches to Research Relationships
It was crucial that I established a trusting and open relationship with my participants for
this study. I believe that my positionality as the researcher was beneficial to create this type of
relationship and I shared my personal experience of the 2016 election with participants when it
was appropriate during our conversations. In wanting to explore the potential trauma that the
participants experienced, I needed to be as clear and open with them about what my goals were
for this study and create an environment that was a safe space. Before each interview began, with
each participant I reviewed my role and my background, the parameters of the study, a reminder
that they agreed to be interviewed when they signed the Informed Consent form (I did provide
the opportunity to step away from the interview if they changed their mind), and then we began
the interview.
Another way I approached these relationships was sharing my positionality and personal
experiences about the election of Trump, and giving participants time to be thorough in their
responses as to validate their memories and experiences. I did this by creating a semi-structured
interview protocol with mainly open-ended questions for the participants to answered. The semistructured interview protocol was flexible to allow for conversations to steer in a different
direction in order to collect valuable data. For example, one participant shared that they
identified as a queer, transgender man, and when we talked about his coming out experience and
his transition from female to male, I shared my personal stories of having a transgender sibling
and what I remembered from that coming out experience.
This was a design decision (Maxwell, 2013) where I made a conscious decision to share a
personal experience, which opened the door to deeper discussions with my participants. As the
instrument of research, I always negotiated my role as the researcher to engage with my
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participants as much as possible to understand their position. Maxwell (2013) believes that by
thinking about participants in terms of their position as a study subject and learning what their
perceptions are about the researcher, one can truly develop a useful and beneficial research
relationship. Thus, I leveraged my own experiences as a gay, cisgender man and shared many
personal stories throughout the process to ensure that I could gain rich data from the participants
to answer my research questions (Maxwell, 2013). These design decisions created a safe space
for my participants which was critical in creating meaningful research relationships with each
participant. I wanted my participants to understand my role as the researcher, my perspective of
the study and how I experienced my undergraduate career and how I was impacted by Trump’s
election, and my understanding of this research in order to develop an ethical relationship with
them (Maxwell, 2013). Following my interview protocol as best as I could for each interview
and being as open as possible in a pre-interview setting helped to establish what my goals were
for this study.
Data Collection and Analysis
Data Collection
Interview data was the primary data of interest that informed my analysis and responses
to my research questions. In general, interviewing is the main method of data collection within
phenomenology (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Maxwell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). Within the
hermeneutic phenomenology approach and the transformative paradigm, interview data is key in
weaving narratives with historical context and the lived experiences that are constructs
themselves. Interviews within phenomenology, as Merriam (2009) suggests, allow for the
researcher to connect to the participant and study the emotional, and intense human experiences
one has. As such, since my research was focusing on the lived experiences of then-undergraduate
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LGBTQ+ students before, during, and immediately following the election of Trump in 2016, and
how his administration impacted their college-going experience and life experience after college,
the interview was the best method to utilize for data collection.
The interview protocol (Appendix C) aligns to my research questions and fits within the
parameters of this study. All interviews were recorded with the permission of the participants
and based on their signed Informed Consent Forms. Most interviews lasted between one hour
and one-and-a-half hours. Recording the interviews allowed me to review them to listen to voice
inflections, observe facial expressions and body language, and reflect on the conversations. The
interviews were then transcribed with Otter.ai, a transcription service, and then checked and
edited by me, alongside the audio recording built into the Otter.ai platform for accuracy. Memos
were written immediately following each session to express my initial reactions and takeaways
from the meetings. All interviews were semi-structured and followed the interview protocol as
closely as possible with flexibility to ask open-ended questions and probe my participants for
further detail when required (Freidus & Brosnan, 2020).
Throughout the screening process and data collection, I kept in mind that some
participants may be concerned with identifiers (i.e. personal name and college or university they
attended) and I maintained privacy with this demographic information while reporting on my
data. This included using pseudonyms and avoiding the use of institution names where
participants attended. However, it was important to not redact gender identity or sexual
orientation, as these identifiers are paramount to my study in understanding the experiences of
those within the LGBTQ+ community. I elaborate on these measures with my participants before
an interview is conducted to ensure that their privacy will be maintained at all levels of this
process.
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Data Analysis
By the time I interviewed my 12th participant, I believed that I hit saturation with
collected data, and that I had a diverse pool of participants to begin analysis. Therefore, I ceased
recruitment. Saturation, for this study, included repetition of themes or experiences, or when new
data was no longer providing new insights or answers to my research questions (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). After ceasing data collection, I then gathered my memos from each interview,
transcribed each interview, and began coding the data in Atlas.ti, a qualitative research software,
to discover themes and patterns that attributed to the LGBTQ+ student experience before, during,
and immediately following the election of Trump, how they perceived university support before,
during and after the 2016 election, and how Trump’s win impacted their life experience during
and after college. Coding was conducted via Atlas.ti to create efficiency for analysis (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). I approached coding in four rounds: first round - deductive coding; second
round – inductive coding/open coding; third round - thematic analysis and pattern coding; fourth
round– post-coding analysis (Saldaña, 2021). Figure B is a representation of my coding process,
with further detail and steps to follow:
Figure B
Qualitative coding process

Note. Graphic is self-created.
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First Round Coding.
Deductive Coding.
In the first round, I applied the three tenets of minority stress (Meyer, 1995) as deductive
codes. Deductive codes, or a priori codes, are determined before open coding and are codes that
are most likely to appear in the collected data because they appear in prior research or a preestablished coding system (Saldaña, 2021). For this study, internalized homophobia, perceived
stigma, and prejudice events were from Meyer’s longitudinal study in 1995 and because my
research questions are driven by the phenomena of the 2016 election, having these deductive
codes were important to start with (Saldaña, 2021). These deductive codes, and the use of
minority stress as a theoretical framework, were also in the existing literature that showed
evidence of trauma or distress among the LGBTQ+ community (Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et
al., 2018). Additionally, a scale was also created for my deductive codes: individualized
homophobia, perceived stigma, and prejudice events (Meyer, 1995; Saldaña, 2021). These
deductive codes were specifically assigned a “positive (+)” or “negative (-)” attribute. A positive
attribute meant that that feeling or emotion was more present and/or more of a concern to the
participant during an experience or situation, whereas negative attribute meant that that feeling or
emotion was less present and/or less of a concern to a participant during an experience or
situation. These attributes on these three codes, as well as on a variety of other codes,
demonstrated the dynamism of one’s life experience and how certain events triggered feelings of
minority stress and at other times, those feelings dissipated. This will be further explained in
Chapter 4 in the analysis of the interview data.
These decisions validate why minority stress, as my theoretical framework for this study,
was important to use in the research design. From the pilot study, other deductive codes were
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identified before open coding began, which included: trauma, sad/upset, shock, intersectionality,
and optimism. These codes did in fact show up during the second round and validated that the
pilot study did require further inquiry, which this study sought to do.
Second Round Coding.
Inductive Coding/Open Coding.
After my deductive codes were identified, I began the second round of coding. In this
stage, I conducted inductive/open coding. Open coding is an open-ended approach to coding data
that provides the researcher ownership over the nuances of the data (Saldaña, 2020). Inductive
codes are codes that derive directly from the collected data (Saldaña, 2020). The open-coding
stage also included identifying in vivo codes, or “verbatim codes” that are drawn from the
participants’ own language (Saldaña, 2021). They can be words or phrases throughout the data.
Some in vivo codes that came from the collected data included: “bubble of a fault,” “I was in
complete shock,” “I hated Donald Trump,” “microaggressions,” and many more.
Emotion coding was also done in this second round of coding. Emotion coding, or
labeling the feelings participants may have experienced by tapping into their inner cognitive
systems (Saldaña, 2021). Emotion codes that emerged from the data included: “scared,”
“uncomfortable,” “stress,” “pessimistic,” “happy,” “relieved,” and more. Emotion codes are
valuable in studies related to identity, reasoning, and decision-making (Saldaña, 2021), all of
which were discussed directly, and indirectly, with participants in this study.
Additionally, I elected to work multiple types of coding in the second round because it
was important to identify feelings and emotions immediately and give them a magnitude code as
well, as it directly relates to my research questions in understanding how participants were
impacted by the 2016 election. Magnitude coding is a process of adding subcodes, or tags, to
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existing coded data to demonstrate a code’s intensity or direction within the context of the data
(Saldaña, 2021). For the emotion codes in my data, codes like “scared,” “uncomfortable,” and
“stressed” were grouped in the “negative” code group, whereas codes like “optimism,” “happy,”
“relieved” were grouped into the “positive” code group. This occurred at this time to create
efficiency, since these emotions were prevalent in the second round and needed to be given
magnitude (Saldaña, 2021). This technique also allowed me to provide context for each
participants’ experience and how they felt about their identities during their upbringing,
collegiate journey and beyond, but also how the 2016 election impacted these emotions. And
because codes are symbolic and capture the essence of an experience, it was critical to conduct
multiple rounds of inductive/open coding, which was then followed by coding via thematic
analysis and pattern coding, or the third round.
Third Round Coding.
Thematic Analysis/Pattern Coding.
In this third round, or the thematic analysis and pattern coding stage, I grouped and
summarized segments of data from the first and second rounds into a smaller number of
condense categories, themes, and concepts (Saldaña, 2021). A thematic analysis of my data
coincided with the fundamental approach to hermeneutics to shed light on the lived experiences
as perceived by my participants to suggest that there were patterns of trauma when Trump won
the election, especially given the historical context of LGBTQ+ rights in the United States.
By this stage, a number of codes were identified that related to the nuances of emotions
that participants felt throughout their life experience, but especially in 2016 when Trump was
elected. A total of 239 codes were created during the second round of the analysis. A codebook
was created in this round to include the identified codes, comments about each code, and
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whether the code was grouped into a positive, negative, or neutral group, through magnitude
coding (Saldaña, 2021).
The codebook went from 239 unique codes to 29 codes. Many of the emotion codes that
emerged from the data were similar, so to avoid redundancy, I compressed the codes into more
specific codes. For example, codes like “upset,” “sad,” “very upset,” were condensed into
“sadness” as an overarching emotion that could capture the spectrum of this emotion. Not all
codes in the codebook were emotion-based. Many codes were observations or concepts that
participants provided on what they experienced during their college experience in the leadup and
aftermath of the 2016 presidential election. Such codes included: “political engagement and
motivation,” “community,” “insular bubble,” and more. After I compressed the codes into the
final 29, I began the process of finding emerging themes from the data. These themes and
subthemes became the basis for my analysis in Chapter 4. During this process, I identified six
major themes, including: queerness, trauma, university response, intersectionality, community
and space spaces, and activism. Queerness as a theme included codes such as: “coming out,”
“diversity and inclusion,” “lack of diversity and inclusion,” “generational conflict,” “support,”
and “heteronormativity”. Community and safe spaces included: “accepted,” “affirmed,” “insular
bubble,” “safe space,” and “friendship.” Trauma, the theme with most codes, included mainly
negative emotions and observations in the aftermath of the 2016 election. University response as
a theme included codes such as: “hindsight bias” and “university response”. Intersectionality as a
theme included codes: “straight passing” and “heteronormativity”. Activism included codes such
as: “political engagement and motivation,” and “power”. These themes, and the subthemes that
emerged within them, were then used in the fourth round of coding, or the post-coding analysis.
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Fourth Round Coding.
Post-Coding Analysis.
The identification of these patterns and themes led to fourth and final round, which is the
transitional, analytic process between coding cycles and the final write-up of the study (Saldaña,
2021). The six major themes that emerged from the data were all used to explain the
phenomenon of the 2016 presidential election and how LGBTQ+ undergraduate students
experienced the election night and perceived university support before, during, and after the
election. The fourth round included organizing the data into a comprehensive narrative that
would respond to each of my research questions and provide further insight into the codes and
how they explain the events of that night and beyond. Within each response my research
questions, I utilized minority stress, the theoretical framework for this dissertation, to measure
the magnitude of internalized homophobia, perceived stigma, and prejudice events that occurred
throughout each participant’s narrative, both on the positive and negative spectrums.
In my analysis of these codes, I provided the context as to why participants said these
words or sentiments, and how it related back to their experiences. These codes ultimately became
the basis for my recommendations in Chapter 5 for future research and policy implementation.
Validity
Because of the nature of my topic and the exploration of the reactions, potential traumas,
and responses of students in the aftermath of the 2016 election, one particular method that
ensured validity was member checking (Merriam, 2009) or respondent validation (Maxwell,
2013). After each interview, I sent the participants a copy of their interview transcript and asked
for feedback and edits, as needed, so that their story was as accurate as possible. There were no
major changes to the returned transcripts from participants. Only two participants made slight
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edits, which was based on the context of the discussion, or an internet connection error that
required clarification about what was being discussed during the error. These edits did not
impact my analysis. Additionally, participants were reminded at this stage that I would maintain
confidentiality and privacy, and that any identifying information in the transcript would be
redacted or given a pseudonym. This method also helped to rule out the possibility of
misinterpreting the collected data (what participants meant when they said “x” or how they
reacted when asked “y”) (Maxwell, 2013).
Another method I used to establish validity was ensuring I collected rich data, or
collecting data that is detailed and varied to provide insight into what is being researched
(Maxwell, 2013). Interviewing participants is important for a phenomenological study and by
transcribing the interviews verbatim, as well as completing memos after each interview,
collecting rich data allowed me to get a holistic sense of what was happening with the participant
during the 2016 presidential election and make important observations about that phenomenon
(Maxwell, 2013). By employing this test of validity and following proper protocols, including
transcribing the interviews and writing memos, I made conclusions about my findings and
answered my research questions, which are discussed in Chapter 5 in more detail (Maxwell,
2013).
Another threat that I considered for this study was researcher bias and reflexivity. By
following a transformative philosophical approach to this study, I was seeking to understand how
the complexities of the sociopolitical climate in 2016 impacted LGBTQ+ undergraduate students
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In turn, data from this study suggested ways policymakers and
higher education professional can link political and social action into meaningful educational
practices (Mertens, 2010), which will be discussed in Chapter 5. I elaborated on the

85

transformative approach because it impacts my reflexivity as a researcher and it is the position I
chose to take because of my values and goals for this study. Reflexivity is the reflection of the
researcher’s role and how one’s personal background, culture, and experiences can impact the
design of a study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). As I will discuss more in my positionality in this
chapter, my reflexivity as the researcher made it challenging to eliminate my voice from this
study.
Maxwell (2013) identified the impossibility of eliminating the researcher’s voice from
qualitative research, but creating a robust research design can help reduce this bias. In this study,
I worked to avoid this threat by reviewing the interview protocol with an outside source (i.e. a
colleague or fellow doctoral student) to show if the protocol had any biases, leading questions, or
questions that provided me with answers that I believed should be stated (Newman, 2010). This
also included giving participants the opportunity to review their interview transcript as a measure
of good faith and to check for accuracy and validity.
Study Limitations
Regarding interviewing as a method, Creswell and Creswell (2018) identified ways in
which this method can create limitations for a qualitative study. Table 3.2 below is a graphic
representation of ways I attempted to mitigate these limitations in my study:
Table 3.2
Study Limitations and Mitigation Tactics
Interviews as Study Limitations

Mitigation Tactics

Researcher’s presence will bias responses

Following the interview protocol; making my
proposed goals for the study clear; bracketing
Allow for the participant to select location
and method of interview; making goals for the
interview clear; allowing participants to end
the interview at any time

Interview setting can impact responses

86

Participants may not be as articulate as others

Ask for a repeat of statements; with
permission, send the interview transcript to
the participant for validation and accuracy;
record all sessions; ask for follow-up with
participants if necessary

By following the steps as outlined in my section on validity and these tactics above, I worked to
make sure that threats and study limitations did not discredit the voices of those that participated
in my study. My pilot study was an example of how I was able to address some of these
limitations and gain valuable results to suggest that this study is valid for research.
This study was limited in other ways, including participants must have earned a
Bachelor’s degree from a four-year institution, which eliminated LGBTQ+ participants who
attended two-year institutions. In his theory of student development, Astin (1999) noted that twoyear institutions are locales that lack faculty and student interactions, given that many students
attend on a part-time basis and/or do not live on-campus full time. These factors then impede on
community building and a sense of involvement and belonging at a two-year institution (Astin,
1999). As a researcher that attended a four-year institution and earned a Bachelor’s degree, as
well as a practitioner that has solely worked at four-year institutions, I witnessed the value of
community building and involvement on campus and how that impacts the student experience.
By only focusing on the four-year undergraduate student who completed a Bachelor’s degree, I
potentially eliminated a large pool of participants who may have experienced the same, if not
more, emotions and feelings about the 2016 presidential election. Additionally, requiring that
participants have a Bachelor’s degree eliminated the recruitment of participants who may have
dropped out of college or, due to a variety of other reasons, never completed an academic
program of study. These limitations will be discussed more in Chapter 5 and ways this study
could be used for future research.
87

Another limitation to this study is that 92% (11 of 12) participants who were interviewed
voted for Hillary Clinton and/or affiliated themselves with the Democratic Party. Only one
participant identified as a 3rd party member during the 2016 election and voted for a 3 rd party
candidate at that time, but has since switched political party affiliations to the Democratic Party.
Voting decisions and how participants though about the candidates and their platforms was one
of the most impactful characteristics of my study sample. The data shows that almost all
participants were heavily skewed towards one side of the political aisle, demonstrating that there
may be a possibility that LGBTQ+ voters who did not vote for Clinton but instead voted for
Trump may not have had the same emotions and experiences as those I interviewed. However,
the participation of the one participant who voted 3rd party in 2016 did experience the same
reactions as the others in the study, but I believe this limitation does show that this study is not
representative of all LGBTQ+ community members since it does not include any Republican
LGBTQ+ participants or additional 3rd party participants. My hope is that with my findings and
insights on this research that future studies will address these limitations as a measure of
validating my study.
Another study limitation was sample selection bias. For this study, many participants held
their queerness as being one of the most important identities to them, and this was captured by
the questions that were being asked by me, how the design was created with focus on queerness,
and more. This made it so that at any given point in the interview process, the participants’ queer
identity was at the forefront and their queerness was always being considered. However, a
question that should be asked is, “What about those who do not hold their queerness as the most
important identity to them?” and investigating whether this changes responses to interview
questions or not. While I did highlight in my findings in Chapter 4 that some participants
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considered their other intersectional identities when thinking about the consequences of Trump’s
election win (i.e. Hispanic/Latinx participants who thought about the racism and attacks on their
Hispanic identities more than their queer identities), it is clear that my interview protocol and
methodology was geared towards the queer identity. This is not a flaw in the design, but it does
highlight a limitation and if, in a future study that is conducted, should interview questions
change as to not only pinpoint the queer identity as being impacted by Trump’s election, the
finding may change and open up other possibilities for research. I discuss these opportunities in
Chapter 5.
Another limitation from this study was the similarity of campus experiences and
demographics among the participants. For example, during the interviews, it was revealed that
many participants worked on campus as Resident Assistants (RAs) or in some capacity with their
university Residence Life department. As such, these participants found a safe space and
community there, and alluded to the notion that many of their peers in Residence Life also
identified within the LGBTQ+ community. It would have helped strengthen this study if another
community on campus that had higher numbers of LGBTQ+ participants was identified to
demonstrate that a variety of safe spaces and communities exist on campus for queer students
beyond Residence Life. Another example is that most participants (four of twelve) did identify as
a cisgender, gay male, and while I did not disclose my identity as a cisgender, gay male at the
recruitment phase, the experiences captured were easily understood by me because I shared
similar experiences. The similarities in this study did not, and could not, capture all aspects of
queerness, or the communities that participants, and the larger LGBTQ+ population, occupy as a
result of their queerness. Therefore, a recommendation for future research that is discussed in
Chapter 5 is broadening the scope and criteria for eligibility and work to diversify the study
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sample to try to capture queerness at all angles. This is certainly a challenge since queerness is a
broad spectrum, but this study has shown the possibilities for collecting more rich data regarding
LGBTQ+ individuals.
Finally, a limitation to this study is the lack of representation across the LGBTQ+
spectrum. While I had a diverse sample of participants who identified across the spectrum, this
study group does not represent all identities within the queer community. This study is
generalizing experiences across the multiple identities and grouping the narratives of 12
participants into the LGBTQ+ acronym. Therefore, moving forward in this study, the use of
“LGBTQ+” will be used to describe the community of participants in the context of this research
only, and it does not represent other identities that individuals may hold. In Chapter 5, I provide
further research recommendations to address this limitation.
Positionality
By adding my experiences and personal reflection on this event, my position was always
considered when developing my interview protocol, coding, and analysis of the data, and how
my position also relates to the research itself (Laverty, 2003). As a higher education professional
who identifies within the LGBTQ+ community (gay, White, cisgender male), understanding the
fallout from this election hits close to home. In 2016 when I was working in my first role as a
student affairs professional, I remember vividly the night it was announced that Trump was
going to win the election and head to the White House in January 2017. Having been on site at a
small, private, liberal arts institution in New Jersey, I believed that the reaction from
undergraduate students was going to be quiet and droll, since I had assumed that many others
would have felt the same as I in the outcome. However, walking outside in the residential area of
campus from my on-campus apartment, I heard chants of “Build that wall!” and “Lock her up!”
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which were staple statements during Trump’s campaign leading up to his win. Listening to this
harsh rhetoric being echoed by undergraduate students and unpacking the feelings I had about
this outcome made me wonder if other students, especially those who were marginalized during
the campaign including LGBTQ+ students, were feeling the same way as me. In thinking about
my own position, as well as my role as the researcher for this study, my voice can be the
instrument to speak for those whose voices are missing from the literature or are missing because
they are continuing to be marginalized. My positionality allows me to play an empathetic role
among undergraduate LGTBQ+ students who can remember the immediate trauma of the 2016
election and how institutions either supported or hindered their abilities to process what was
considered a heavy loss. The theoretical framework of Meyer (1995) and minority stress are
critical to understanding the experiences of LGBTQ+ students and how the current literature is
lacking their voices. This research design is intentional in providing a voice to this community.
My positionality as the researcher is a strong example of why a hermeneutic approach
strengthens this research design. As a researcher who identifies within the LGBTQ+ community
and who had experienced similar trauma in the wake of Trump’s election win in 2016, I can
empathize with my participants. I can gain their trust and develop a strong research relationship
with them. Because of my own trauma that I experienced as a gay member of society, and my
historical understanding of the gay rights movement, my own experiences validates the
experiences of those I studied in this dissertation. The experience I witnessed with the responses
from higher education administrators in 2016 and in 2020 informed me that this study is
important for me to conduct. While a university wide communication is a step in the right
direction, Hypolite and Stewart (2019) argued that, in general, the lack of attention from
universities towards minoritized groups increased tensions on campus with the backdrop of a
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divisive political culture in 2016, which further exacerbated the experienced trauma with
Trump’s win. As such, while institutions started to engage in political discourse leading up to
and following the 2020 election, I argue that more could be done, particularly for minoritized
groups, like undergraduate LGBTQ+ students. A study, such as my dissertation, can become a
catalyst for such conversations and policy practice, further validating the need for qualitative
data. Chapter 5 of this dissertation will explore the findings and recommend practices and
policies for higher education professionals.
The conversations I had with my participants in this study were very similar to what I
personally experienced, but I could not have imagined the level of detail that was shared and
how willing participants were in providing depth in their interviews. For example, an added
question to the interview protocol that was not in the pilot study was asking participants to talk
about their coming out experiences. A truly personal and unique discussion, participants were
very open and forthright to talk about how they came out, to whom, the experiences they had,
both good and bad, and more. Some experiences were similar to mine, in that I had full support
from my immediate family, but others were very challenging, even difficult to recall for some of
the participants. My self-reflection on my own coming out and how it differed from those I
interviewed was important in my analysis and how I used the data in understanding minority
stress and the implications of a Trump election in 2016. I also experienced some conversations
where the participant had to take a break from chatting with me because of the distress the
interview was causing. While they were not long breaks, I asked those few participants if they
wanted to cease the interview (they replied no), and we continued on. However, as a researcher,
it was hard to stay neutral in those moments, especially because I fully understood what brought
about those moments of pause and required a step away from the conversation. It was in those
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moments, and throughout the interviews, that I reflected on my own memories and experiences
about the 2016 election, my college career, and my thoughts about a post-Trump world, and why
these interviews and how this study will contribute to already existing knowledge. It also made
me thankful for taking on this study and hearing from those in my own community to discern
how I can take these findings and recommend shifts in higher education to better support this
community.
My interpretation of the 2016 election and the self-reflection I experienced throughout
this process is considered in the analysis of the collected data and how I interpret the
participants’ lived experiences. These views fit within the transformative paradigm as well and
only strengthen the need for narratives and qualitative data within already existing research. My
positionality is unique in that I experienced similar trauma to those I interviewed and I was able
to create stronger research relationships with my participants. As discussed earlier in my views
on the validity of this study, while a biased view might be considered a weakness in this design, I
am confident that my own bias and reflexivity did not convolute the data and it will, in turn,
provide rich discussions on how the 2016 election then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students reacted
to Trump’s win.
Ethical Considerations
To ensure privacy, I informed all participants that their names would not be used and the
universities they attended would not be identified. I also informed participants that all
demographic information submitted to me in the close-ended survey would be kept confidential.
Participants were reminded that their participation in my study was voluntary and at any time in
the process they could rescind their offer to assist. After interviews were completed, I notified
participants that transcripts were to be sent to them and asked that they reviewed their interview
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to ensure accuracy. Participants were also informed that they could request a hard copy of the
transcripts or through email, and that I could encrypt the transcript for further privacy and
confidentiality.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I reviewed the methodological approaches to this study and discussed
how a hermeneutic phenomenological study within a transformative paradigm is the best course
of action to complete this study. I also discussed, in detail, my research design, the effectiveness
of my pilot study, and my positionality and reflexivity as the researcher. Finally, I discussed
validity for this study, limitations that could present themselves during the data collection and
analysis stages, and ethical considerations. This chapter has demonstrated the need for a research
design grounded in qualitative methodology to answer my research questions.
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Chapter 4: Findings
“…the idea of being a queer person in a country led by Donald Trump was terrifying.” – Bryce
“I was an absolute train wreck that night. I was a wreck…that was the first night that I ever
really seriously ever considered committing suicide…I was angry, I was scared. I was in
disbelief.” – Cara
Introduction
The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of then-undergraduate
LGBTQ+ students during the election of Trump in 2016 and how they perceived university
support before, during, and after the election, as well as the implications of his election on their
college going experience. This research is guided by three research questions:
1. How do LGBTQ+ postsecondary graduates perceive that the 2016 election and the days
immediately following impacted them?
2. Based on student perceptions, in what ways, if any, did universities provide physical,
emotional, and social supports for LGBTQ+ students before, during, and after the 2016
election?
3. In what ways, if any, did Trump’s presidency mark a shift in the postsecondary
graduates’ life experience during and after college?
Grounded in qualitative research, I used a hermeneutic phenomenological design to interview
participants about their college-going experience before and during the 2016 presidential election
and how that impacted their time while in college and beyond. This chapter provides the analysis
of my findings.
In this chapter, I will discuss the findings of the study, which is organized to respond to
each research question. There are six main themes (queerness, intersectionality, community and
safe spaces, trauma, university response, and activism) and 29 subthemes that emerged from the
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data and are important in understanding how participants experienced this phenomenon. Not all
29 subthemes are explicitly mentioned in my findings, but each subtheme played a critical role in
how I understood the participants’ experience of the 2016 election. The subthemes are either
direct phrases from my participants or they are concepts that are based on the codes that were
discovered within the interviews. As findings show, each participant experienced various levels
of minority stress (Meyer, 1995) before, during, and after their undergraduate careers, and in the
wake of the 2016 presidential election, they experienced heightened levels of minority stress.
Therefore, the findings will provide the context for how minority stress was experienced and will
explore the magnitude of minority stress felt by the participants. Finally, I will conclude with a
broad analysis of my findings and discuss how these can be used for future research and policy
implementation in Chapter 5.
Table 4.1 below displays the research questions and the themes and subthemes that
emerged from the collected data, and the magnitude of minority stress that was experienced in
the context of the research question.
Table 4.1
Research Question and the Themes as Responses
Research
Question
How do
LGBTQ+
postsecondary
graduates
perceive that
the 2016
election and
the days
immediately
following
impacted
them?

Major Themes

Subthemes

Trauma

“bubble of a fault,” sadness, shock,
and frightened and concerned

Queerness

Intersectionality

straight passing, and
heteronormativity
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Magnitude of
Minority Stress*^
internalized
homophobia (+);
perceived stigma
(+); prejudice
events (+)

Based on
student
perceptions, in
what ways, if
any, did
universities
provide
physical,
emotional, and
social supports
for LGBTQ+
students
before, during,
and after the
2016 election?

Community and
safe spaces

In what ways,
if any, did
Trump’s
presidency
mark a shift in
the
postsecondary
graduates’ life
experience
during and
after college?

Queerness

coming out, diversity and inclusion,
and lack of diversity and inclusion

University
response

hindsight bias, university response

Queerness

coming out, generational conflict,
heteronormativity, support

Intersectionality

Activism

internalized
homophobia (+/-);
perceived stigma
(+/-); prejudice
events (+/-)

internalized
homophobia (+/-);
perceived stigma
(+/-); prejudice
events (+/-)

political engagement and
motivation, and power

* (+) is the heightened level of minority stress experienced by participants
^ (-) is the lowered level of minority stress experienced by participants

The Findings
The following is a comprehensive analysis of the participants’ experiences before,
during, and after the 2016 election. The sections are divided by research question. The responses
to each research question have a set of themes that are associated with their responses. Within
each theme, I also review how participants discussed experiences of minority stress, including
experiences that contributed to greater stress, and those that helped reduce stress as well.
Generally, there were heightened levels of minority stress throughout the analysis, but it lowered
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when participants discussed their time at their undergraduate campuses and how they sought
community. By the time of the 2016 presidential election and the eventual win of Trump,
participants’ levels of minority stress heightened again, and then post-election, when participants
became engaged with politics and were motivated come the 2020 presidential election, their
levels of minority stress varied. Each section will provide further context on this analysis to
conclude that there was a significant impact on then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students during the
2016 presidential election of Trump.
How do LGBTQ+ postsecondary graduates perceive that the 2016 election and the days
immediately following impacted them?
When interviewing participants and listening to their narratives, many of the participants
found the election win of Donald Trump as President of the United States as shocking and
unexpected. Many participants discussed with vivid recall what they witnessed, who was in the
room with them, where they were that night, and more. In the case of the 2016 presidential
election and the night of the election, the participants in this study were able to remember
conversations with friends and family, the feelings and emotions that were overtaking their
bodies, the visuals from the night, and more. Their stories are unique and deeply personal, but
they all share the common thread that the election of Trump was significant and heightened their
levels of minority stress in various ways. In response to this research question, three major
themes and five subthemes emerged: trauma (subthemes: sadness, shock, and frightened and
concerned), intersectionality, and queerness (subthemes: straight passing and heteronormativity).
Before I present these findings, I will first discuss the participants’ experience of election night,
which is critical for providing context to how participants perceived the impact of the 2016
election the day immediately following, and the three major themes. The following subsections
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regarding the election night and the trauma that participants experienced may be challenging to
read.
Election night
On the night of November 8, 2016, many participants could be found in different locales
across their campuses. They were either gathered around a TV in their residence hall room, or in
a common room with their close friends, or attending an election night watch party being
sponsored by a student organization. “I remember everything in great detail!” Bryce exclaimed
when it came time to discuss the events of election night, and the confidence in the recall of
these memories was similar among all participants. For most in this study, election night was off
to a strong start – there was optimism among the participants that the candidate they voted for or
would have voted for (based on their age at the time of the election or their citizenship status in
the country) was sure to win this election. Chris, who voted for Clinton in 2016, had this say
about his reason for voting for her:
One of the biggest reasons – to make sure Trump did not get elected. I just could not
fathom having like a racist, xenophobic, everything-ist, umm celebrity, like be the
President of the United States. That just seemed impossible and crazy to me. (Chris,
interview)
Williston also voted for Clinton and said that he “voted for Clinton because she wasn’t Trump”
and that he had seen “Trump as an existential threat to U.S. democracy, which he ended up
being” in the context of the January 6, 2021 riot at the U.S. Capitol. Bastian, who could not vote
in 2016 because of his citizenship status in the U.S., said he would have voted for Clinton during
that election because “Trump [was] deplorable” after having observed the campaigns of each
candidate and knowing that, personally, he leaned more left when it came to political discourse.
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And many similar sentiments were shared among the participants: Trump had shown himself to
not be the viable candidate for President of the United States when it came to his policies on
immigration, LGBTQ+ rights, and the way he had carried himself throughout his campaign.
“I hated Donald Trump!” Ricky exclaimed in his interview. “All these candidates had
done crazy, messed up, evil things. But there was one that I felt was significantly worse, at least
from my standpoint” Ricky had added. While he was not as well-versed in the policies of Trump
and Clinton as other participants were, Ricky had a “gut feeling” about how he felt towards the
candidates and knew that voting for Clinton “just made the most sense.”
Cara, the only participant who voted for a 3rd party candidate in the 2016 election and
identified as a libertarian in college, talked about her perception of the presidential candidates:
I learned…I believed a lot of the shit I was hearing about Hillary Clinton, like…you
know… do I think Hillary Clinton is kind of, you know, sus [suspicious]? Maybe? But
like, you know, she’s been in politics long enough…like everyone’s got skeletons in their
closets. But I believed a lot of the really crazy stuff and I believed all the polls that said
she would absolutely win. And I absolutely thought Trump was worse at the time. (Cara,
interview)
Cara was conflicted on election night whether to vote for Clinton or a 3 rd party candidate because
“I didn’t want to, you know, ruin my intellectual, ideological purity by voting for Hillary
Clinton” but by not voting for Trump, her feelings about Trump as a candidate mimicked the
other participants in this study and validated that by many measures, Trump was not the ideal
candidate for this cohort.

100

“Bubble of a fault”.
A concept that emerged from these accounts is the idea of a “bubble of a fault”, an in
vivo code that Williston coined in his interview. This phrase is an observation that by being so
certain that Clinton would win the presidency that when the results were announced that Trump
won, the “bubble” of support for Clinton burst, creating a traumatic experience for her
supporters. Specifically, Williston said “it was very much like ‘how could anybody vote for this
person?’ and like, I was in that bubble of a fault that like he could never win.” The participants
shared that in the lead up to election night, and based on the events, debate watch parties, and
conversations they were having with peers, faculty, and family, they could not foresee an
outcome where Clinton was not elected as President of the United States. Mallory’s experience is
another example where she witnessed the “bubble of a fault” burst.
Mallory was studying abroad in Asia during the 2016 presidential election. While it was
night time in the U.S. as election results were being called, it was during the day on Mallory’s
international campus. She remembered being in the cafeteria that day, where many students, both
U.S. students and national students of the host country, were watching the results. She recalled
that about half of the room were made up of nationals, and the other half were Americans. When
it was announced that Trump had won the election, Mallory said that the “café just went silent”
and then almost “immediately the national students…started blaming the U.S. students like,
‘Why the fuck did you vote for Trump?’ and so on, even though only a fraction of those who are
U.S. citizens on this campus actually voted.” Mallory observed this clash between the American
students and the host country’s national students, and was honest in sharing that she did not care
for Clinton as a candidate, nor Trump, and had not voted in the 2016 election. But she did
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observe this “bubble of a fault,” as mentioned earlier. So, for Mallory, when it came to seeing
how her friends were reacting to Clinton’s loss and she expressed the following:
Honestly, I was just like ‘that’s not surprising.’ For me, just because there’s, there was so
much of a push for Clinton in like, just my personal circles, and then also mostly on my
campus while studying abroad, that I was like…I suspect that this is like sort of inflating
their opinion on who’s gonna win, so it’s just like, okay, not surprising. It feels icky. And
then I was just gonna like deal with the consequences whenever I got back [to the U.S.] a
couple months later. (Mallory, interview)
Mallory was aware of the “bubble of a fault” and saw how much it had burst when Clinton lost
and its impact on those around her. And it was not until about a year later, Mallory mentioned,
when she started to feel the impact of Trump’s election win. “Okay, this is actually really bad”
Mallory said, with reference to some of the policies Trump was implementing and how it
impacted her identity as a queer woman. More on the scope of Trump’s election win with respect
to the LGBTQ+ identity for Mallory and other participants will be shared later in this chapter.
The rhetoric of then-candidate Trump and his actions, words, policies, and the platform
of his party were so vastly different when compared to the visions and hopes of participants in
how they wanted a leader to lead their country made the election night even more difficult to
cope. Even for those participants who did not vote, there were high levels of optimism for
Clinton and her campaign. So much so that this optimism created a “bubble of a fault,” and when
Clinton did not win the election, the reactions were devastating – by having so much enthusiasm
for Clinton and her candidacy, along with the media’s analysis of the polls and every indication
that she would be the next president-elect, it was extremely challenging for participants to cope
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with her loss and to think about a Trump presidency. Their reactions from that night itself
provide insight into this phenomenon.
Trauma
Of the 12 participants that were interviewed, 10 shared very strong feelings and reactions
when it was announced that Donald Trump was elected President of the United States. Among
the participants, two did not have as strong of negative reactions as the rest of their cohort, but
they shared very similar sentiments that a Trump presidency was not an ideal outcome and they
were just as shocked as their peers. Participants experienced trauma, which is one of the
overarching themes in response to my first research question. When asked to discuss the details
of election night, a shift in body language was observed among the participants – what was an
open conversation about their college experiences led to a more stoic, quiet, and introverted
discussion. Participants were comfortable to share their experiences, but this shift in tone and
having closed body language demonstrated that election night in 2016 was a significant and
distressing evening for them.
Sadness.
Sam, in particular, started to cry during our conversation and we took a brief break from
our interview to allow them the space to process. Sam had hosted an election watch party in a
small café on their campus, and as more states were being called in Trump’s favor by major
news networks, Sam observed the following:
And like, you can just feel the mood changing in the room…and it just a very dark mood.
It was a very goofy community, usually. But it was just very serious…dark mood and
then we all went to bed early….it was like the darkest day I’ve ever seen at my
university. (Sam, interview)
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When asked about the next morning and what made the room so dark and heavy, Sam talked
about the importance of identity and how Trump’s rhetoric throughout the campaign was an
attack on a variety of identities:
She [Clinton] was a women’s college grad and that felt like a very connected, like
identity piece for us…and I also think there was a huge Muslim population at my school.
So it felt…like I think all the attacks like made on Muslim people felt really personal
because like…they were our community….it felt different and that was being so
disparaged on such a national level. (Sam, interview)
This is the moment where we paused our discussion. Sam was clearly affected by their
recollection of that night and the darkness that consumed the physical space, but also the mental
space.
Shock.
Bastian, who was undocumented at the time of the election and could not vote in the
2016 election, said the night was really emotional for him. “That was really scary with Trump on
the ballot because of how vehemently against immigrants he was in his platform,” Bastian
shared, and as he watched election night unfold, ready to “see Clinton be the victor there,” he
experienced a lot of anxiety.
I think a lot of us were aware of like, the fact that racism was alive in the country.
Homophobia was pretty big, and like misogyny, etc. But we didn’t know how many
people subscribed to it…So it just came as a shock…But the night just kept going on and
it was just like really depressing. (Bastian, interview)
The awareness of the racism, homophobia, and misogyny that had been at the core of Trump’s
campaign was not the issue for Bastian, but that people had willingly still voted for him was
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what shocked him, as it did for other participants who shared that same concern. Ricky was one
of them:
I was like ‘oh fuck! President-elect’ like this is it. I mean, my initial reaction was like ‘No
way. No way.’ I was just like so confused that like…because Hillary won the majority,
but that it was so…the fact that it was even that close was just like a slap in the face! And
I was like, ‘Wow, y’all are some shit human beings.’ I don’t know. I kind of thought
better of us. And this is just like…betrayal. (Ricky, interview)
Ricky’s shock was also shared with feelings of being numb, in disbelief, and scared of what was
to come. Bryce similarly felt that way, as he expressed with anger in his voice as I asked him
about what it meant to him being a transgender man living in Trump’s America:
I think, regardless of whether or not he won, his success on his platform made it okay for
other people to say and do the things that he was doing…by the end of my time at my
university, the sort of pro-Trump group…I was afraid of interacting with. It was very
much visible, you know, with things like Confederate flags and hate speech and all of this
stuff being visible on campus…the idea of being a queer person in a country led by
Donald Trump was terrifying. (Bryce, interview)
Frightened and concerned.
It was hard for the participants to reconcile the notion that there were many people in the
U.S. that voted for Trump and his platform that was against their identities. And as such, the
emotion codes that appeared from the data: shock, sadness, anger, anxiety, and frightened, were
all very real and present, even in just recalling the election night itself and the implications of
Trump’s win. Especially for Cara, who felt guilty on election night for having voted for a 3 rd
party candidate. She was at an acapella rehearsal on election night, where the TV was on
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displaying the results coming in. Cara said that while she was watching the results, she was
thinking, “Oh my God, what have I done?” for having voted for a 3 rd party candidate and “just
feeling like I had just failed everyone around me.” When it was becoming clearer that Trump
would win, Cara shared this:
I was an absolute train wreck that night. I was a wreck. I left acapella just crying my eyes
out. I will say that like…that was the first night I ever really seriously considered
committing suicide actually. Because everything I had believed up until that
point…everything I had trusted in, had fallen apart basically. And I was angry. I was
scared. I was in disbelief. I was confused. Like I didn’t know what to do. (Cara,
interview)
Suicide ideation was the most distressing reaction among the participants. The very notion that
the election of one man to a seat of power could bring someone to the brink of suicide highlights
the level of trauma that was experienced on election night. The narratives mentioned thus far
have shown that when it came to Trump’s election win, participants reacted negatively and
experienced some levels of trauma, ranging from sadness and despair, to thoughts of fleeing the
country and completing suicide. Ezra’s account was one that was not as distressing as others, but
still demonstrated a concern for Trump being elected President.
Ezra recalled that she was hanging out with her friends watching the election results and
remembers it being a fun evening. “That was the main thing I got out of it” she exclaimed, noting
that just being with her community was what made the night fun for her. It was around 10:00 PM
in the night that Ezra decided to head to bed, and at that point, she recalled that it was looking
like Clinton may win the presidency. “And then I woke up the next morning and was like ‘shit,’
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they weren’t done counting,” Ezra said. When pressed about why she was feeling confident
going into the end of the night, Ezra shared:
I was just kind of like – I don’t know. I was still riding off that mindset of like, as much
as this guy’s getting traction, he’s ultimately completely inexperienced, and like,
hopefully the politicians who are really deciding the votes at that point, are gonna know
better. (Ezra, interview)
But then she stated that the next morning, when it was called that Trump won, she realized “oh,
they don’t” with regard to the politicians she mentioned earlier. Unlike her peers in this cohort,
Ezra continued to have some hope for a post-election reality that Trump was going to be
President of the United States.
I was having a lot of conversations with my parents at the time, both of them being
Persian, and like living during the 50s and 60s, having been through like, swaths of just
revolution and a bunch of stuff against the Shah. And the main thing I got from them was
like ‘Look, Ezra, no matter what, even if it seems like it’s all going to hell, people are still
going to live their normal lives…’ so even though we have a president who I feel like is
just utterly ‘No,’ I was still like waking up in the morning, I was still going to classes. I
was still doing all the things that I would normally do. Just under this umbrella of like,
this man is trying to tear the system apart. (Ezra, interview)
Even through the hope and optimism, Ezra was observant that Trump had said and done things in
his campaign that would impact the sociopolitical climate of the U.S. And while she did, in fact,
wake up the next day feeling “horrible,” she shared an interaction she had with a peer in one of
her classes, who she believed to have voted for Trump in that election:
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She could see like, the sadness and fear on my face from like, waking up to a Republican
president and she like pat me on the back and was like ‘It’s okay’ like it…I forgot exactly
what she said. But it was something to the effect of like, ‘I dealt with having Obama as
the president for four years, having a Democrat as the president…it’ll be okay.’ And I
like felt pretty good after that, like getting that reassurance from another person. (Ezra,
interview)
Unlike others in this group, Ezra pressed on and continued to move through the next day as if it
was any other day. Other participants shared how they witnessed professors and peers crying,
taking the time to decompress and grapple with the election results. Many said their faculty had
cancelled class for the day, or opened the course with a debriefing session to gauge how students
were dealing with the results. And some participants said that their professors carried on like it
was any other day. These interactions with faculty and the responses from the university as a
whole will be discussed later in this chapter.
Overall, these narratives demonstrated that sadness, shock, fears and concerns were very
common subthemes under an umbrella of trauma. The next section will provide an analysis of
the implications of Trump’s election win and how participants perceived his win as impacting
their intersectional identities and queerness, the additional themes that emerged from the
narratives. Additionally, I will provide a discussion about the experiences of minority stress that
was felt among the participants in their initial reactions to Trump’s win.
Intersectionality
Before I share Luna’s experience, it is important to talk about intersectionality in this
study. Intersectionality is a subtheme that emerged from the data and was apparent throughout
the narratives. Throughout this chapter, intersectionality will be considered as a component to
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the response of each research question. For this particular research question, when it came to
election night itself, intersectionality played a big role in how participants rejected Trump’s
election win and perceived it as an attack against their identities. Much of Trump’s campaign had
been focused on attacking non-White, non-evangelical, and non-heterosexual identities, and for
participants in this study that identified as Black, Latinx, LGBTQ+ and a mixture of these
identities, Trump’s election win was a statement on the direction the country was moving
towards. And Luna’s story is just one example of how her intersectional identities as a queer,
Mexican woman studying in the U.S. were shaped by the vitriolic sociopolitical rhetoric of thencandidate Trump.
As an international student, Luna had some knowledge about the Electoral College and
how the U.S. election system worked. Luna was in her residence hall room with her friends on
election night. She recalled that as the night went on, and it was becoming clearer that Trump
would win, she talked about how everyone around her was upset, crying, and in shock. Many of
those in her vicinity were either other international students, queer students, or both:
And we were like, first of all, shocked. We were like, literally cannot believe this was
actually true. And in the end, we were like really upset and I remember my parents were
like ‘Hey, do you want to come home? Like do you want to book a flight?’ And I thought
about it. I really did think about it. Except that there were no flights, because I think
everybody was thinking about it…So it was over and then I went over to my room and I
called my roommate and I was like ‘Hey, like Trump won,’ and she was like, ‘You’re
fucking with me?’ and I was like, ‘No, I really wish I was but I’m not.’ I don’t think I
slept at all that night. (Luna, interview)
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For Luna, who was listening to Trump’s vitriolic rhetoric about Mexicans and the “really stupid
things that he was would say, especially about us…he had a very poisonous rhetoric toward
Latin America, but with Mexico specifically…” it was hard for her to imagine studying in a
country that was to be led by someone who said hateful things about her people and her home. In
many ways, like for Sam, Luna experienced heightened levels of minority stress, not only for her
queer identity, but for her Mexican identity as well, particularly for the potential increase of
prejudice events, one of which she experienced a few days after the election. When Luna
participated in a town hall event post-election on campus, she spoke up about her intersectional
identities and wanted to know how she would be respected in Trump’s America. A fellow
student in the room entered a heated debate with her to say the following (which Luna
remembered verbatim):
He was like ‘I have something to say about that…first of all, Trump loves gay people’
and I’m like ‘first of all, shut up.’ And then he was very mean. He was like ‘you’re
uneducated and everything’ and he said that in public. Then he came up to me after the
event and said, ‘you know, it’s wetbacks like you that make it so complicated…’ I just
remember ‘wetback,’ but this is someone that now knows that I am out, and has this toxic
idea that Trump loves gay people…so did I have like that concern [for my safety], I
guess? (Luna, interview)
This interaction made it hard for Luna to think about staying in the country and on her campus
for her studies, but nonetheless she did because she knew of her safe spaces and community
where she could seek solace. Bastian’s experience, as a gay, Latinx man was similar to Luna’s
and how he viewed his intersectional identities as being criticized by Trump’s campaign and
election win.
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Queerness
Queerness became an overarching theme from the data that responds to my first research
question. Every participant was asked about how their queerness would be impacted, if at all, by
Trump’s election win and potential presidency. The majority of participants talked about the
ramifications of a Trump presidency on their queerness and intersectional identities, and on the
LGBTQ+ sociopolitical structure in the country. As a result, the data suggests that each
participant experienced heightened levels of minority stress in the immediate aftermath of
Trump’s election victory. Feelings of heteronormativity and the need to be “straight passing”
emerged from the data when participants discussed how they could see Trump’s win impacting
their LGBTQ+ identities.
Straight passing.
For instance, Williston had not come out as bisexual during his undergraduate career.
When asked to discuss the concerns he had, if any, about Trump being president in relation to his
identity, Williston shared the following:
As far as I was concerned in that moment, like I was a straight, White man, like this is a
dream for me in a way…And actually my eventual like full coming out past was around
like, ‘Hey’ to like all my friends on Facebook, and was like, ‘Hey, Trump and the GOP
have in their platform for 2020 that they want to overturn marriage equality, like if…if
you love me, don’t vote for Trump.’” (Williston, interview)
And Ricky, another participant that was not out during his undergraduate years, felt similarly
when he thought about the impact of Trump’s election on his identity. While he was not fearful
of deportation or any physical harm on himself or his family, Ricky did feel that people were
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about to become more emboldened to say and act on what they truly felt, mimicking that of their
president-elect:
People have felt a lot more confident in being able to, you know, say the hate that they
did. And that’s so harmful, right? Because then I don’t feel safe in that environment. I
feel the need to perhaps present, or act, a different way…And so that kind of followed me
throughout my whole life, you know? Kind of that feeling of not being able to embrace or
fully kind of feel like I was living a life that was my own. (Ricky, interview)
Ricky’s tone shifted at this moment in our discussion. As someone who presented himself so
proudly to be out and happy to share his experiences in the context of this study, this was a
difficult conversation to have. He felt that he needed to be more careful, be more mindful of his
identity, and pass as something other than what he truly was. And this was particularly true while
he was on his college campus. He finished out his undergraduate career not as an out, gay man.
This example demonstrates how Ricky, and Williston, both experienced heightened levels of
minority stress in the aftermath of election night. There were heightened levels of internalized
homophobia, perceived stigma, and the thoughts of prejudice events when thinking about being
true to one’s identity. Mike also felt that way too, but particularly about potential prejudice
events and his safety.
Heteronormativity.
Mike shared that he came out to his sisters shortly before the Pulse Nightclub shooting
that occurred in June of 2016, a few months before election night. For him, it was “an instant
reminder, like ‘You’re not safe here’” since his family immigrated to the U.S. from Europe when
he was a child. Mike initially considered it an isolated event and not at all associated with Trump
because that event had occurred before the election, but he proceeded to share more insight:
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But as more and more attacks, and of course Mike Pence being Vice-President and all the
awful things he did in Indiana, it did get more and more kind of apparent to me that I
wasn’t necessarily being supported by the government and certainly wasn’t safe. 100%,
just given what happened in Orlando…I never had this worry before the election. But I
was worried to go to gay pride parade, because I was worried that something similar to
Pulse would happen…given the environment that the government had been setting up
that you can just be awful to people and there’s no consequences. (Mike, interview)
Mike was not alone in sharing his thoughts about the government and the lack of systemic
support for his LGBTQ+ identity. Sam felt that they were “fundamentally like not seen in the
system, like not wanted as I am”; Ezra said, “They’re gonna try to do everything they can to
destroy the like, legal strides we’ve made” like overturning Obergefell v. Hodges or Roe v.
Wade, she specifically cited; Chris considered what rights of his would be taken away, “like, you
know, is/are queer people going to be sort of criminalized again, after sort of making progress?”;
Will remember his father saying to him, “’you know, well, you are still a White man. And you
can pass if you really need to…and so therefore, it shouldn’t necessarily affect you.’” to which
Will, visibly frustrated in his recollection of this memory, said that he was very angry by this
notion that he should play “straight passing” to be unaffected by a Trump administration; Bryce
left the U.S. altogether after he graduated in 2017 and currently lives in the U.K. When asked if
moving to the U.K. was in direct response to Trump’s election win, Bryce said “yes…I was
fortunate enough to have a British passport so I was able to move somewhere else. And a big
part of that was the uncertainty around the future of my healthcare” Bryce said. As a transgender
man, Bryce initiated a discussion with his family about the impact of a Trump administration on
healthcare, and “what was going to happen to my access to health care. Not even like trans-
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specific healthcare, but healthcare as a trans person” which ultimately led him and his family to
make the decision that, “if shit hits the fan, we’re out of here.”
And finally, Bastian had noticed that those who voted for Trump were beginning to be
“very vocal about their opinion. I just like…you’d hear a lot of like racist, homophobic
things…and so I just started to feel less safe” and shared that him and his then-partner at the time
were more fearful about doing things, like holding hands, because they did not know if they
“would end up being the next victims of a hate crime.” But what Bastian shared next was more
concerning about how Trump’s win impacted him and his LGBTQ+ identity:
A good friend of mine, a Latina woman, had called me the same night of the election.
We’re just talking and like, you know, it was really difficult for her too but she had
offered to help with documentation, and just like ‘let me know and we can work it out.
We’re gonna be okay’ and like, given the fear of everything like I really did take her up
on it. And we started planning to like, get married, even though I was gay. (Bastian,
interview)
Bastian was willing to negotiate his identity, as both undocumented and gay, just to feel safe and
stay in this country where he was earning his education and starting his life. DACA (Deferred
Action for Childhood Arrivals), a program implemented under President Obama in 2012 to
provide deferred action from deportation for those who arrived to the U.S. as children, was going
to begin to be phased out in September 2017 once Trump took office. For Bastian, he saw his
future on the line, both as a DACA recipient and as a gay man, and while he ultimately married
his then-boyfriend during his final year in college and is currently working on gaining
citizenship, it was impactful in thinking about the consequences of a Trump presidency and on
his identities.
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Bastian, along with the other participants, felt heightened levels of minority stress
immediately after Trump’s election win. It is important to note that this is not a Republican
platform versus a Democratic platform battle – while most voted for, or would have voted for,
Clinton in 2016, these concerns are direct responses to the notion that by holding an LGBTQ+
identity in Trump’s America, there was a real fear for safety, fear for community, and fear for
support, which they perceived to be as not getting from the government, their universities in
some capacity, and from families at times. This concern was influenced by Trump’s vitriolic
rhetoric during his campaign and what he intended to do when he assumed the office. In the
wake of the election, participants looked towards their support systems and safe spaces on
campus to figure out the next steps and what they could do to cope with the election results. The
next section will consider those findings.
Based on student perceptions, in what ways, if any, did universities provide physical,
emotional, and social supports for LGBTQ+ student before, during, and after the 2016
election?
For many participants, their choice to attend their college came down to three factors:
financial aid awards, location of the campus, and the academic opportunities on campus. For
others, it was an opportunity to leave home and gain a sense of independence. When asked to
elaborate more about how they would describe their undergraduate experience, many participants
discussed the friendships they made, the importance of having safe spaces on campus, and the
value of community as a student, and specifically, what it meant to be an LGBTQ+
undergraduate student. Participants found these safe spaces within student life and the various
organizations they joined, within administrative offices, like Student Activities, Residence Life,
or others, and within the classroom, depending on their major(s). In response to this research
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question, three major themes and five subthemes emerged: community and safe spaces,
queerness (subthemes: coming out, diversity and inclusion, and lack of diversity and inclusion),
and university response (subthemes: hindsight bias, university response). These themes and
subthemes respond to the role of the university before, during, and after the 2016 election and its
importance for the participants while in college.
Community and safe spaces
Will, who studied Theater and English, talked about how he felt comfortable at his
university, a private, four-year liberal arts institution in the Mid-Atlantic region. “It was really
easy for me to make friends” Will said, and that while it took some time for him to find his
LGBTQ+ community, when he did, it was post-2016 election where he mentioned that “one of
the effects of the post-election was building that community within each other” to understand the
repercussions of what had occurred. But even before the election, the value of community was
significant. All participants were looking forward to going to college not only to begin their
academic journeys, but to find their communities and be with peers that provided a safe space for
them. Arriving to campus was either a continuation of the support systems participants had in
high school from peers, or a chance to explore and find those that shared similar interests and
identities. Even the choice of where participants attended college was, in part, their fitting in with
the campus community. The forthcoming narratives highlight this experience and how
community and safe spaces became a major theme in the data to respond to my second research
question.
Sam, who attended a private, Catholic, women’s university in the Midwest and uses
they/them pronouns, spoke about how they came out as queer during their sophomore year on
campus and that they had received support from both the university and the friends they found.
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Sam said that when they told their friends on campus about their identities, friends responded,
“‘took you a long time, we thought you already knew!’ and they were very supportive…” and it
signaled to them that during their undergraduate career, they would be “supported and affirmed
to my identities.” When asked about the safe spaces and communities on campus for Ezra, who
attended a public, research university in the Southeast region, she discussed the time that she
became a teaching assistant for the computer science department in her upper-class years that she
found her safe space with the people there:
It felt very good and like, very safe to come out to them. And I think even the professors
knew [about my sexual orientation] which was nice and reassuring…it felt good to talk
about those kinds of topics with people I worked with on the daily. (Ezra, interview)
Mike, who attended a private research university in the Mid-Atlantic, found Residence Life to be
his community and safe space:
I think the reason ResLife and being an RA really spoke to me is because there are so
many queer people in that environment, and so that was kind of where I devoted most of
my time…I mean, that’s kind of the whole thing for ResLife is to kind of spread that
message and, you know, guide people to being more inclusive…I always felt good about
that. (Mike, interview)
The same was true for Mallory, Will, Luna, and Bryce, who all attributed their safe space and
community on campus within Residence Life. Will said that at his alma mater, Residence Life
was a very “LGBTQ inclusive community.” And Luna agreed, having mentioned that as a
Resident Assistant (RA), she had received diversity training and support that was unmatched
within other spaces on campus. Luna continued:
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I got to have like really amazing conversations with some of my residents that were also
coming to terms with that [their sexuality] and it just felt really good to be the person on
the other side that can actually give advice and give support that I wish I had gotten when
it was me having that conversation. (Luna, interview)
Having had the tools and opportunities to be trained to be inclusive and create safe spaces within
a larger safe space, Luna felt like a support system for those who needed it, which she had
yearned for in her own search for community. For these participants, the communities that they
found signaled lower levels of minority stress. And this was true after the 2016 election night,
when participants found themselves in these spaces to grapple with the election results. The
friendships and communities that were discovered and created by participants made it so that
they did not have to negotiate their identities nor hide who they truly were, which was important
when thinking about the Trump presidency and the impact it had on them. And for those
participants that came out before college, they relied on finding others on their campus in order
to be in a safe space. Participants were actively seeking out those that affirmed their
intersectional identities and what could be safe havens for them to talk about LGBTQ+ and nonLGBTQ+ matters. As such, the stigma and internalized homophobia was not as apparent for
them because these participants were able to easily engage with those that shared their
intersectional identities. But this was not the same experience for others in this study.
Queerness
Queerness is another overarching theme that emerged from the data in response to the
second research question because the search for community and safe spaces on campus was a
result of each participant’s queer identity. Whether the participant came out before, during, or
after their undergraduate career, queerness played a role in where they sought community on
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campus. For some, being out and on campus meant finding spaces that affirmed their queer
identity, whereas for others, who did not come out during college, non-queer spaces affirmed
other held identities. This next subsection will review the nuances of queerness and how it
shaped the college going experience for participants.
Coming out.
Participants like Luna, Bryce, Mallory, Will, and Chris found queer spaces earlier
because they had come out either during their high school career or just before entering college,
whereas those who did not come out as queer in college looked towards non-queer spaces as
their community.
Take Ricky, who attended a private polytechnic university in the Mid-Atlantic region,
was not out as gay during his undergraduate years:
I never shared that with anyone…maybe they heard things through the grapevine but I
was always straight presenting…that [being gay] wasn’t an identity that I necessarily held
especially early on at college…it comes from just, you know, upbringing, and everything
that…that you know…every external statement, everything that you see, every little
comment that sometimes doesn’t even appear hurtful, or is it intended to be hurtful?, you
just internalize it all…if I ever come out, I don’t want to come out to strangers. (Ricky,
interview)
For Ricky, the internalized homophobia carried itself throughout his college experience, but
nevertheless he continued to find communities and safe spaces that were not LGBTQ+ focused,
but rather on his other identities, such as Latinx clubs and organizations, Student Government,
peers within his major, and more. Attending school, Ricky found himself among groups of
largely straight-presenting peers because it was “what I’m comfortable with” and when asked
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why he considered these groups safe spaces, Ricky said, “Not disclosing it [my queerness] was a
way to protect myself I guess? Or like, feel safe?” which is important. The concept of a safe
space and community for personal safety, protection, and comfortability cannot be discounted
simply because it is not within an LGBTQ+ or other marginalized space.
Williston, who came out as bisexual after his undergraduate years, found community
within his fraternity, the dramatic society (Williston jokingly stated that the “theater is a safe
haven for the gays!”), and the university choir. Although there were LGBTQ+ identifying people
within these spaces, Williston admitted that he found his way into these safe spaces “without
necessarily seeking them out for my own safety and comfort, but it was just what I was interested
in.” He also commented on the professional, career-oriented organizations at his university,
which were a big part of the student experience there. As an educated and trained engineer,
Williston did not seek out community in these professional organizations, and still does not to
this day. When asked why, Williston said, “those sorts of spaces don’t feel – still don’t feel like
super comfortable for an out gay man” and shared a story about post-undergraduate, when he
attended a professional conference for his line of work, that when asked about his engagement
ring on his hand, he had to out himself that he was engaged to another man. While his peers
around him were supportive, one stood out as overcompensating to Williston, to which he said
that that was an uncomfortable situation: “I felt like he had to atone for his past and was being
extra nice to me…he was like ‘you know, I have a gay son’ and I was like, ‘ok, great…’” to
which Williston chuckled about that memory. For participants like Williston and Ricky, it was,
in ways, easier to be straight passing and code switch than to come out, not because of the fear of
any violent attacks, but because of the broader environment. For Williston and Ricky, who
attended polytechnic universities, heteronormative values were more widely practiced than for
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Mike who, while an engineering major, attended a non-polytechnic university. However,
Williston and Ricky’s experiences are not unique and only seen at a polytechnic university. For
Bastian, the heightened levels of minority stress in seeking community at his university were
evident.
Bastian, who attended a private research university in the Mid-Atlantic, shared a very
similar experience as Ricky when it came to his queerness on campus and where he sought
community. Before attending his university, Bastian shared his experience when he tested the
water by telling some of his high school peers that he identified as gay:
I would tell friends and they were just like pretty open about it…and then there were just
a couple that like later on, started having more of an issue with it with the subtle
comments, or microaggressions or whatnot…I remember one time being called a fag –
well it was a couple of times. (Bastian, interview)
And the conversation took a pause, as Bastian had not recalled these memories and he had a
difficult time with remembering the microaggressions. As a result, when Bastian attended his
university, he did not come out as gay initially and sought community in other spaces that were
non-LGBTQ identifying. While he loved his alma mater and the education and friendships he
gained from attending there, he felt that he “regressed” in his journey of owning his queerness
and being in spaces that were identical to his intersectional identities. “I guess I really didn’t
want to go through all that, that I did in high school again,” Bastian said, and further mentioned:
I just kind of gauged it and I was like ‘okay, like if people are cool with it here then like
I’ll gradually start come out. But I don’t have a mean to do that immediately…’ and this
was more of a defense mechanism against any potential like microaggression that I’ve
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received like in high school, but like it was an entirely different group of people, and I
knew that some of them were out there that were homophobic. (Bastian, interview)
And because of this need to be straight passing, Bastian found his safe spaces within clubs and
organizations that affirmed his Latinx identity, his first-generation college student identity, and
more. Bastian admitted that when questioned about what it meant to be an LGBTQ+ student at
his alma mater that it was hard to answer because he felt like he was “pretty ignorant about a lot
of LGBTQ+ related matters when I was in college” and that he never exuded his queerness
openly until after college when he married his partner. Ricky and Williston had similar feelings
as well.
The narratives of Ricky, Williston, and Bastian are important because it demonstrates that
the college going experience and the search for community varies from person to person and that
one experience is not the only experience. Although these participants did not find their safe
spaces among other LGBTQ+ undergraduates, they did find safe spaces and community
elsewhere, which is of paramount importance when it comes to going to college. The university
plays a role in creating inclusive spaces for all, no matter one’s identity and for all participants in
this study, they were able to find these spaces with or without their queerness at the forefront of
their identity. Many also found safe spaces beyond student life and within the academy.
When considering my second research question and how students perceived university
support before, during, and after the 2016 election, the communities and safe spaces that they
sought were vitally important in dealing with the aftermath of that election. For many
participants, as I have shown so far in this section, looked to student groups and friends that
affirmed their identities and assisted them in making sense of the 2016 election results.
Additionally, some participants looked towards their faculty and the academic spaces on campus
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to understand the election results and how they processed the night. The next section highlights
the ways in which the university provided, or failed to provide support, for participants before
and after the 2016 election. This includes preparing for the 2016 election and its aftermath.
Diversity and inclusion.
Participants in this study had a wide range of majors and minors that they pursued during
their undergraduate careers – from English, theater, women’s and gender studies, to mechanical
engineering and computer science, participants discussed how they were able to engage with
their faculty and peers in the classroom when it came to topics of diversity and inclusion.
Mallory, who attended a private, research university in an urban setting, said that when it came
to finding spaces to discuss diverse topics, one would “be hard pressed not to find that
conversation” because of how active her campus was in engaging in these dialogues. The same
was true for those who attended universities that were based within the liberal arts.
Chris, Will, Mike, Sam, Cara, Luna, Ezra, Bryce, and Bastian all noted that in their
courses that were not science-based that it was fairly easy to talk about topics like “Black Lives
Matter,” the 2016 presidential election, immigration platforms of the candidates, and more. Sam
mentioned that a first-year course they took at their institution was fueled by social justice
education and that other courses in their curriculum were rooted in social justice education. As a
history major, Sam noted that their courses “included women and people of color…it wasn’t just
White men doing history- it was everyone else doing history. I know it was really present in my
curriculum.” Chris, who attended an Ivy League institution, noted that many academic
departments had collaborated to bring a variety of speakers and lectures to campus to engage in
conversations about diversity and inclusion, and that professors themselves were available as
resources to students too. “Even if there wasn’t a formal event by a center or student group,”
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Chris said, “going to a professor's office hours and talking to them was also something that
happened that students would do and I would do.” Luna felt similarly that she was fortunate to
have access to the classroom to have important discussions on these topics:
I was really lucky in the terms that I could talk about that in class a lot because of the
way…because just the nature of my degree, right? So I got to talk about race a lot, talk
about gender a lot…because people think about race and gender naturally, and it [the
classroom] gives people the opportunity to think about them critically and talk about
them with other people. I just always felt like it was really important. So I had a lot
spaces like that. (Luna, interview)
Bryce said that it was in his classes where he felt the strongest sense of encouragement from his
faculty to engage in conversations about diversity and inclusion. As a psychology and women’s
and gender studies double major, Bryce was afforded the opportunity to register for courses
where he could always talk about issues in race, gender, politics, and more. Within the walls of
the classroom, participants felt safe to talk about current events and engage with their faculty in a
meaningful and safe environment.
Lack of diversity and inclusion.
However, there are counterexamples to this experience. While many participants did find
a safe haven in the classroom, many were quick to note that some courses, by design, were not as
open to discussions about diversity and inclusion. Luna and Bastian recalled specific courses
where those discussions never took place. Luna shared the following:
I was taking a statistics class. And I remember showing up and I mean there are literally
no critical thinking skills necessary for the course. You show up, they show you some
numbers, they teach you to put them into the software, and they give you some numbers
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back…like they just go about their lives like processing numbers and not thinking, ‘huh,
these numbers can be used to like oppress people.’ And there was just like, never, ever a
conversation about like real world problems. Like you can just go through your entire
college career and never once have these diversity and inclusion conversations…like
sure, I’m at a liberal arts university…but it felt like a lot more could be done in order to
make sure that everybody had access to these spaces. (Luna, interview)
Bastian shared similar feelings, but discussed more about the heteronormativity he found within
his coursework, particularly as an Italian language minor:
When looking back from the lens that I have now, of like, you know, systemic
heteronormativity…I’d say Italian in particular. That was like, you know, I mean, it’s a
lot more conservative…and I know it’s a little bit more in terms of culture…I realized
like, ‘ok yeah, it’s like really heteronormative.’ (Bastian, interview)
For participants that attended universities not grounded in the liberal arts, it became even harder
to find courses or academic spaces that engaged in topics of diversity and inclusion, further
exacerbating the difficulty of finding community and safe spaces within the classroom.
Unlike his fellow participants, Ricky never even mentioned the classroom as a space to
engage in these topics. Leaning more on student life and the organizations he joined to find his
safe spaces and talk about topics in diversity and inclusion, Ricky talked about how campus
climate just did not lend itself towards creating an academic environment centered on diversity
and inclusion topics.
Going to a university that is a predominantly White institution, I would find myself
needed to find those spaces. I, being a Hispanic male, I’ve found different organizations
centered around Hispanics on campus, minorities on campus…and that’s where I think a
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lot of our…not discontent, but just like, general assessment of the community would
come out, and you know, more conversations perhaps around diversity and inclusion
would happen. It would usually be with people who look like me. Not people who were
the majority on campus. (Ricky, interview)
He felt that even then, in these spaces, he “didn’t want to be the sole spokesperson” for his
community.
I think that that’s actually a really quite interesting phenomenon that happens, where like,
the one Brown person in the room must know everything about diversity, right? Or like,
they’re the ones that have to bring it up or like, they’re the ones who have to be the
teacher…that take a lot of emotional baggage and energy to like, need to like, be that
person, right? And be like, that ‘token minority.’ (Ricky, interview)
Chris, who also identifies as Hispanic, felt the same way, even though he could find community
and safe spaces in the classroom:
Just like having to be the voice I think for like any kind of justice or just talking about
race or anything, like being at a PWI it’s just its own…its own exhausting thing...if I
didn’t like something that was being said I would just speak up about it…I think at the
beginning [of going to college] I did feel like I kind of had to represent my community. I
think later on in my time at school that I found myself as like a person who had dual
identities and I can speak on these things and I can talk about it. (Chris, interview)
Carrying these intersectional identities, as queer and Hispanic, or queer and an engineer, or queer
and an international student, queer and non-binary, and any other combination, came with a
sense of purpose and duty for these participants in finding community and finding spaces to
share in discourse about issues that mattered, and related, to them. The classroom was a big
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source of comfort and power for participants, but so did organizations and clubs that affirmed
one’s identities. This became important when preparing for the 2016 presidential election and
how participants found community and safe spaces on campus.
University response
This next section is a review of the major theme of “university response” and the
subthemes that emerged within it: hindsight bias, and university response. All but one participant
in this study voted or stated that they would have voted for (based on circumstances due to their
status in the country) Hillary Clinton in the 2016 presidential election. One participant voted for
a 3rd party candidate and had identified as a libertarian during her time in college. In preparing
for the 2016 election, all participants mentioned that their college held voter registration drives.
This was the most common event that was provided by either the university or student
organizations. Some participants shared that student organizations, like College Republicans or
College Democrats, held watch parties during the presidential debates in the lead up to election
night, as well as watch parities during election night itself. Some mentioned that a few academic
departments, like Political Science, or campus centers that were hubs for academic and political
discourse, also held events, like watch parties or speakers, in preparation for the election.
Hindsight bias.
Hindsight bias became a subtheme that impacted the memory recall of participants and
was an in vivo code from the data. This subtheme emerged because although participants were
fully aware that the outcome of the election would not have changed, the way that universities
provided resources and programming before the election could have changed their coping postelection and how they perceived university support. Many participants discussed that while the
voter registration drives were important in getting fellow students to participate in their civic
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duty, more programming could have been provided when it came to the core issues of the
election and what was at stake. For example, Bryce recalled that it was mainly student
organizations that were sponsoring events, like voter registration drives or debate watch parties,
and further stated “I don’t think that there was anything from the university. I think it was just
like student political groups, organizing to register voters and, you know, watch debates.” Chris
had a similar experience to Bryce:
On campus, there are watch parties for every election, hosted by like the political groups
on campus…And pretty much every like – wherever, anywhere on campus, actually with
a TV like it was always on so even if you didn’t go to a formal watch party, you could go
to like the second floor of the student center and the TV had it on, and you will see like
the people crowding around one TV, so that’s great. (Chris, interview)
When asked the question about the ways in which her university prepared for the 2016
presidential election, Ezra could not recall anything specific. “I’m almost certain there were,”
Ezra asserted, “I think they held like specific events of you know, you can see the debates, or
you can…watch how the votes are being counted” but she could not think of any specific student
organization, academic department, or other arm of the university sponsoring these events. Ezra
remembered that it was mainly students on their own accord holding watch parties, but it was
never anything formal. When asked if she had believed the university had done their due
diligence in providing spaces and the opportunity to prepare for the election, Ezra said, “I think
the fact that I don’t remember if ever other events were offered means that they probably didn’t.”
This sentiment was shared among the majority of participants. Memory recall and accuracy will
be further discussed in Chapter 5 and its implication on this data.
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The subtheme of hindsight bias emerged again from the data because many participants
in this study believed that both before and after the 2016 election that their respective university
could have done more to support their communities and identities. Particularly as participants
recalled the interactions they had with their peers, they believed that their university, in some
capacity, could have addressed the hate speech and displays of discrimination and bias, and took
more action in acknowledging the impact of the election on a greater scale. When participants
were asked how their universities responded to the 2016 election results, all 12 said that they
received emails from the university president, or similar executive level administrator. The
details of what was in those emails varied, but some of the main takeaways that participants
shared were: universities shared resources like counseling and psychological services to those
impacted by the election; universities sent words of support for each other and community;
universities acknowledged that the election was unique without acknowledging Trump’s victory
nor Clinton’s loss. These messages allowed universities to stay neutral which had been the norm
in previous election years (Hypolite & Stewart, 2019). However, participants in this study were
looking for more from their colleges in the wake of Trump’s election win.
Hindsight bias was also highlighted among participants who looked back on their
memories from the days and weeks after the election and believed that more could have been
done by the university to provide support. Bryce’s example about the hate speech he had seen on
campus after the election was something that he felt the university could have addressed, beyond
“the statement…saying ‘this is a challenging time for some of our students. We recognize that,’
nothing too divisive or taking sides or anything” (Bryce, interview). Bryce continued by sharing
that there were some post-election events, but they were mainly reflection talks to “come and sit
and sort of recover or whatever.” This apathy for a reflective talk led Bryce to assert that events
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like that were “not very well thought out or planned” and that his university could have
“considered the possibility of what was going to unfold” on election night as proactive measures.
University response.
In thinking critically about the preparation for the 2016 election, the sense of community
and safe space to engage in political discourse was lost for many participants. It was obvious in
these interviews that they wish that more would have been done by the university to act and
prepare for the election. Chris summed up the majority’s perspective on this issue:
I mean, before the election, the before is kind of hard because…I mean, I don’t think…I
guess it was just so unprecedented that I think like, even though I can say more should
have been done, it’s really just hindsight bias. So, I think like, if I were to look at it, like
in the moment I would think like my school did...fine?... And again, like I really think, I
mean, a lot of people across the country felt like Hillary Clinton was going to win, like
really easily and I think, given the circumstances, I think my university did fine. (Chris,
interview)
Ezra validated this claim:
I think they [the university] wanted to treat it as like a normal election year. And so any
events that they would have hosted would have been like the same as they would have
done four years before that. And it’s only really thanks to hindsight, that part of me is
like, ‘I wish they could have done more.’ But I recognize that that’s because I have the
past experience and like the ability to look back on that. (Ezra, interview)
The biggest takeaway for many participants is that they perceived the university as providing the
status quo when it came to election preparation and spaces to gather and think critically about the
election and the platforms of the candidates. By providing the status quo, which was
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programming that was assumed to have been the same in previous election cycles, universities
were preparing for this election to be “normal,” but the participants that maintain hindsight bias
believed otherwise.
In recalling the ways his university prepared for the 2016 election, Ricky believed that
more could have been done:
I do think that there are things that can show, you know, just community support and like
just kind of softening the hurt for like, maybe how students were feeling, I think? Then
again, I think like fortifying diversity and inclusion events kind of goes into that. Like
you can’t just talk about it, like you actually need to like, have a strategic plan and like a
structure in place… (Ricky, interview)
Having been very vocal about the issues with having conversations with no meaning behind
them, Ricky’s perspective on what more could have been done signaled that as a marginalized
identity, and as a student with intersectional identities, the sense of community and recognition
that this election was different than previous presidential elections was key. This was a shared
feeling among participants. Even Sam, who thought that their university did do a good job with
pre-election preparation. “I think they [the university] always emphasized like we have this right
because all the people that put in the work for that,” they shared. “And so that was really strong
for me, of like being sure that I was using that to the fullest” Sam noted. And when asked if their
university had done its due diligence in providing pre-election preparation, “I think so, yeah. I
think it came from so many different places that I don’t think there’s anything more they could
have done…it was so holistic, I don’t think there’s anything else” they affirmed.
In the days following the election, participants recalled where they sought and confronted
their safe spaces, with those outside of those spaces, with faculty, administrators, and more, in
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the hopes that they could seek solace in coping with the election results. Some of these
exchanges were positive, and some were negative. As Bryce shared in his interview, he noticed
Confederate flags starting to be displayed from residence hall rooms, and hearing hate speech
becoming more frequent on campus from his peers. “It calls into question the entire idea of
feeling safe somewhere, you know?” Bryce said. He continued to explain his thoughts:
I might have felt perfectly fine to walk around campus before, knowing that there are
people who might actually hate me for my identity, but they’re not going to do or say
anything because they know they’re in the minority and they will be in the wrong, but
now it felt like it’s ok for them to do that…But the fact that it happened is due, I would
say entirely, to Donald Trump. (Bryce, interview)
Luna was someone who had been directly impacted by hate speech, having been called a
“wetback” by one of her classmates. Mallory had experienced abroad the ramifications of
Trump’s election on the host country’s national students studying alongside the American
students on campus. Cara remembered that after an email was sent out by the university to
acknowledge the election results, she said that the Republican-identifying students were curious
as to why a response from the university was happening:
And I think the Republicans were like ‘Well, the university president wouldn’t have said
anything if Hillary had won. How come us winning is like a reason for everyone to be
upset? How come us winning is a reason for professors to stop the lecture?’ and stuff like
that. And it was said in like all this entitled bullshit…you can’t keep pretending this is on
equal grounds here. (Cara, interview)
Given that the 2016 election results were unexpected, alongside the campaign that was largely
attacking marginalized communities, Cara’s perspective was that it was acceptable to take time
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to process the results and for those that felt that the university acknowledgment was unnecessary
was maybe because “they don’t register the threat against anyone who isn’t them” (Cara,
interview). As suggested throughout this chapter, many participants believed that those who
identified as White, heterosexual, cisgender men were among the population that would not have
had as many concerns for their safety and identity in a Trump presidency as some of those within
this study. Therefore, when it came to university response and outreach, participants were
looking for an acknowledgement that the election was unique but that they, as a marginalized
identity, were going to be seen and heard, especially when living and learning with their peers on
campus. Most participants agreed that more could have been done.
Ricky had a similar experience at his institution. Ricky was cognizant that there were
peers of his on campus who had voted for Trump, but he felt as though the university could have
“fortified or actually hosted events that were rooted in diversity education and inclusion” after
having experienced that his institution, in general, did not do many events throughout the
academic year rooted in diversity values. He saw this as a big gap and particularly after Trump’s
election win an area for growth from the top-down. Ricky had participated in similar reflective
talks like Bryce, but Ricky felt that deep conversations about issues in diversity could not be left
to peers, but that it needed to come from administration in guiding the conversations towards a
healing and constructive path. Many participants alongside Ricky and Bryce felt that the
allocation of time, value, and money from the university in providing on campus resources
before and after the election were not well planned, and that universities were more reactive than
proactive when it came to grappling with the election results.
Only two participants in the study, Mike and Sam, felt that either their university made an
explicit statement that criticized specific aspects of Trump’s platform, or that the university’s
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offerings for support for the campus community were justified. Specifically, Mike mentioned
that his university was critical of “Trump’s policies…related to that immigration aspect, because
a lot of people that were being impacted by that – Iran, Iraq, permanent resident bans, were
professors” (Mike, interview). And Sam felt that their university had provided many safe spaces,
beyond counseling and psychological services, to reflect and process the election. That included
in the classroom, in the on-campus chapel, with faculty, and that there were “so many avenues in
the community to talk about it that I feel like everyone processed in that moment” (Sam,
interview). These instances were meaningful to students because it showed them that their
universities were supportive of their identities and were willing to take a stance on the egregious
behavior of Trump during his campaign. It was from these messages, perceived as both
supportive and unsupportive, that led participants to become more politically motivated and
engaged after Trump assumed office. The next and final section of this chapter will look into the
impact of Trump’s presidency on participants, with a focus on their LGBTQ+ identity and how
that shaped their worldview during and after college. This focus will also include narratives on
the coming out experience of participant’s and how that significant moment formed their
perspectives on why a Trump presidency was detrimental to their life experiences.
In what ways, if any, did Trump’s presidency mark a shift in the postsecondary graduates’ life
experience during and after college?
In order to understand the impact of the 2016 election of Trump on then-undergraduate
LGBTQ+ students, it is important to discuss the coming out experience. The narratives in this
section highlight how and why the coming out experience shaped the participants’ reaction to the
2016 election and why their activism and motivation to be changemakers in the 2020 election
and beyond were so important. Three major themes and six subthemes emerged from the data to
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respond to this research question: queerness (subthemes: coming out, generational conflict,
heteronormativity, support), intersectionality, activism (subthemes: political engagement and
motivation, and power).
Queerness
Coming out.
The coming out experience is unique to each individual. For many in this study, the
experience can be more challenging and difficult because of cultural influences. Chris, a Latinx,
queer male described how his coming out experience was not great, since his parents asked him
to “not to say anything to anyone, like not even at school” although Chris had already come out
to his friends and found support in his school community. Or like Luna, who was born and raised
in Mexico, in a deeply religious household, and had a much more difficult time coming out to
her parents as a lesbian woman. She came out to her mother at the age of 15, initially as bisexual,
and stated that the experience was rough – Luna’s mother asked if a former partner of Luna’s, a
woman, had raped her which was why she identified as bisexual. When asked to elaborate on
how this impacted Luna, she shared that she was shocked by that statement and then later, when
wanting to come out as lesbian instead of bisexual, became “concerned about telling my parents
and what if they kicked me out” after knowing that an uncle of Luna’s, who is gay, was kicked
out of his home when he came out to the family. These stories are examples of generational
conflicts, a subtheme that developed from the data.
Generational conflict.
Generational conflict, as I define it, is the way in which the current generation of
individuals show more acceptance of gender expression and sexual identity in comparison to
older generations. For many of the participants, their parents and families, while showing support
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for their child in their coming out experience, did not in reality accept their queerness as easily as
expected. For Chris and Luna as mentioned above, the influence of religion and cultural
upbringing played a major part in how their parents understood their queerness. For others, like
Williston, it became more about the home environment and the sociopolitical views of his
parents, and how they understood his queerness and various queer identities. Williston talked
about a friend in high school who was transitioning from female to male and that he showed
support for them. When he confronted his Mom about his friend’s transition, she said, “‘oh,
you…you’re in this person’s life to, talk to them out of it.’” which for Williston was not the
answer he was hoping for:
No, this is my friend” and I know very clearly that they’re able to articulate very clear
what, what they want and who he wants to be…like that would be the opposite of what I
would want to do. I want to support them and make them feel welcome and comfortable.
(Williston, interview)
He continued to share, though, that because of the generational conflict from his parents, and his
conservative upbringing that “I said some really disgusting stuff while I was a high school
student that I’m ashamed of…silly me with my repressed homosexuality!” (Williston,
interview). The heightened internalized homophobia he felt from that interaction with his parents
then changed into “outward expression of it against other people, while also suppressing it from
myself” (Williston, interview). It was clear that Willison was ashamed of his behavior and that
his parents and upbringing had great influence on him and his coming out, which was not until
after his undergraduate years, and post-2016 election. For some participants, this conflict
impacted their experience during college and how they sought safe spaces during and
immediately following the election of Trump. The presidency also marked a shift in when and

136

how some participants revealed their identities; it took being away from college and the prospect
of a second term for Trump that participants decided to share their queer identities but it came
with a concern at how families would respond. As such, for the duration of college for a few, to
be straight passing and hiding the queer identity was a priority. The next section will discuss the
subtheme of heteronormativity and its role during college and beyond.
Heteronormativity.
The need for a heteronormative life during college was a big challenge for many
participants who hid their queerness until after college. Ricky was an example of this who, like
Williston, did not come out as gay until after college. As I discussed in an earlier section, Ricky
did not disclose his gay identity throughout college. In his experience, growing up in a Latinx,
deeply religious household made it so that Ricky felt he had to micromanage his behavior and his
identity, which was particularly true in college. When asked to elaborate more on what he meant
when he said micromanage, Ricky shared this:
I was controlling the narrative of how people saw me, like ‘Yes, I’m gay, but I’m not just
gay…’ I feel like I was kind of ashamed to like have that attached to me, you know, as an
adjective. Like, I’m just, I’m an engineer. I’m a brother. I’m a son. I’m not just gay. For a
long time, that kind of consumed me internally like ‘oh my God, I just don’t want to be
known as this one thing.’ (Ricky, interview)
It was challenging for Ricky to think about holding a gay identity with his family and friends,
and the labels and judgements that stemmed from that perception. When Ricky entered college,
he did not come out as gay because it was easier for him to consider that others would assume he
was straight, and “they will just have like that unconscious, like, designation of what my
sexuality is” (Ricky, interview). It was easier for Ricky to keep his gay identity hidden than
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come out when he went to college, and while he still had a great experience at his alma mater, he
tried to “disillusion [himself] with becoming…or not becoming straight…it comes from just, you
know, upbringing and everything…homosexuality was something we didn’t really subscribe to”
(Ricky, interview).
Ezra is like Ricky in the sense that her family of a Middle Eastern background does not
know about her bisexuality, except for her older sister, and while she is out amongst her friends
and personal networks, she is still unsure whether or not they would be accepting of her
queerness. When a friend of hers came out as bisexual in middle school, Ezra found that she had
the perfect word to describe how she was understanding her identity. On a survey she took in
class where it asked for sexuality, Ezra answered honestly, and when she tested the waters at
home with her father to see how he would react, she said “he gave me this look like I had killed a
man! And I was like, ‘I’m just kidding!’” (Ezra, interview) which created a heightened level of
internalized homophobia for her. While Ezra said her and her sister believe that her parents
would not “kick her out” per se, they believe her parents would “just be a little weird about it”
(Ezra, interview). This uncertainty led Ezra to find support and acceptance among close friends
and that it was rewarding for her to come out as a kid to her friends because “it’s that fun thing
when you’re like in a group of gay friends and like, ‘Oh, we’ve all found each other!’” (Ezra,
interview).
Support.
For others in this study, the support from family was just as strong as it was from friends.
Like for Bryce, who stated that once he told his mother about his transgender and queer identity
that “she, you know, took it upon herself to try to learn more about what it meant to have a trans
child” and attend doctor’s appointments with him to provide as much support as she could for
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him. And while Bryce did experience some prejudice events in high school – at graduation,
male-identifying students wore red robes and female-identifying students wore white robes and
Bryce advocated for himself to wear red and received pushback from the principal – he
ultimately had received support from his teachers and friends. "I remember feeling really
frustrated,” Bryce shared about the experience, “and I guess looking back, vulnerable would be
the word I would use to describe it” because he had to challenge the heteronormative ideals of
graduation gowns in order to feel included and true to his identity. From this incident, Bryce
learned about the strength of his voice and the importance of finding a community and safe
space, and that from this moment, he would challenge heteronormativity, an idea that will be
revisited later in this chapter and a common theme among all narratives.
Mike also had a supportive coming out experience. At the end of his senior year in high
school in 2016, a few months before the presidential election, Mike remembers telling his family
that he identified as gay, and he was confident that they were going to be accepting of it. Mike
added:
I was very fortunate. My mom would literally take me to the pride parade in New York.
So I knew they would be okay with it. I just always, in my mind, was hesitant to fully
come out because I just felt like it would change how people perceived me and it was just
a really big step. (Mike, interview)
Even with confidence, Mike experienced heightened levels of perceived stigma and internalized
homophobia. While these heightened levels were not as significant as say Ezra, Ricky, or Luna,
the concern for one’s safety, the perceptions that Mike thought he would receive from his peers,
family, and outsiders, all contributed to wanting to micromanage the process and take it one step
at a time. But by the time college started, Mike was fully out and was affirmed in his queerness.
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“It took me a few weeks into college, but then conveniently on National Coming Out Day in
2016, I kind of made it official” (Mike, interview), leading to Mike having a fortunate coming
out experience, which lowered those levels of minority stress he had felt earlier.
For all participants in this study, the coming out experience varied. When and how
participants disclosed their identities impacted how they experienced college and afterwards.
Trump’s presidency, for many of them, was a big reason why they chose to come out when they
did and it was a component of their activism and engagement with politics, which will be
highlighted later in this section. This discussion about the coming out experience showed the
differences in how participants negotiated their identities among their families and friends, as
well as with themselves, which ultimately dictated who they were in college and who they
wanted to become during Trump’s presidency. All participants share the commonality that
queerness is an intersectional identity that impacted their life experience, which is the point of
discussion in the next section.
Intersectionality
I defined queer and queerness for this study as an interchangeable word to describe one’s
sexuality that is not heterosexual and one’s identification and life more broadly in the LGBTQ+
community. Queerness interacts with all facets of one’s life and one’s identities, and these
narratives are important in recognizing that an event as significant as the 2016 presidential
election results impacted this intersectional identity. As such, each participant carries queerness
as an intersectional identity. For example, Bastian mentioned intersectionality when he said:
Intersectionality is a very, I think, critical lens by which we examine a person’s identity
and society that we live in today. And part of that is understanding how a person’s race,
ethnicity, and religion shape their other parts of their being. (Bastian, interview)
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He further went on to talk about how having been raised Catholic and in a more socially
conservative country when compared to the U.S. made it difficult for him to come out and own
his queer identity. “I knew it wasn’t going to be easy because I knew that [my parents] believed a
lot of like what was taught to them growing up and they would subscribe to a lot of those
homophobic notions” Bastian shared when talking about his coming out experience. Bastian was
aware that his queerness intersected with his Latinx and Catholic identities greatly since he knew
that it would be a challenge to gain acceptance and support from his family. His narrative is just
one of the many examples that this study has provided in demonstrating that queerness is an
intersectional identity, even among those that are cisgender, White, and of the upper classes of
the socioeconomic strata.
Bastian, Ricky, Luna, Mallory, Ezra, and Chris are all participants that identify as persons
of color. To recap, Bastian is a gay, Latinx, cisgender man; Ricky is a gay, Latinx, cisgender
man; Luna is a lesbian, Latinx, cisgender woman; Mallory is a queer, Asian, cisgender woman;
Ezra is a bisexual, Middle Eastern, cisgender woman; and Chris is a queer, Latinx, cisgender
man. For some of these participants, their experiences were more challenging when it came to
coming out with their queer identities. Bastian, Ricky, and Luna are all Latinx, and the
generational conflicts with their nuclear families, along with the religious upbringing made it
hard to identify as queer and be accepted (initially) within their families. To recall Ezra’s
experience, when she mentioned that she responded on a survey her bisexuality and shared that
with her father to test the waters, it was met with disdain. These experiences are similar, but with
the added complexities of religious upbringings, generational understanding of queerness, and
race in the context of a volatile American society. These participants did experience an overlap
and intersection of their identities, which impacted their ability to come out, and ultimately
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where they sought their communities and safe spaces when they began their undergraduate
careers. It also impacted how they lived through the Trump presidency and their postgraduate
lives, the foundation of my third question, which will be explored later in this section. But for
Mallory, whose coming out was not as challenging as the others, did, and continues to, struggle
with the label of queer and overall what her true identity is.
Mallory prefers to present as an “amorphous depiction” of queerness, meaning that in the
spaces she occupies and the preconceived notions and assumptions that people place on her, she
allows that to be so. Specifically:
That’s particularly important for me, just to be able to like move through different
environments, especially because I can present as straight or I can present as queer just
depends on who I’m talking to, and use it to your advantage who I’m talking to. (Mallory
interview)
What is important to note is that Mallory is not hiding from her identity because she has come
out as a member of the LGBTQ+ community, but she does represent how her intersectional
identities impact how she occupies spaces and in what manner she occupies them. For many of
the participants, regardless of their race or ethnicity, this was a key component to their coming
out experience, how they expressed their queerness (if they did when they went to college), and
if they did or did not come out before college, what they sought for on campus as a sexual
minority.
Even for participants that were out before college, or identified as cisgender or White,
they too hold queerness as an intersectional identity. Mike, Williston, Sam, and Will had better,
albeit not perfect, coming out experiences with their families. Will, also growing up in a Catholic
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household, had told me that his mother had conjured a life for him and that “that was the plan
and I needed to follow it.” And when Will came out, he said:
My mother said ‘I always kind of knew, but I think you denying it in high school just
gave me a very different set of mind. So when you did come out, it was a little bit of a
shock.’ And I think for her it was breaking down everything of what she expected my life
to be and then having it to be rebuilt in a different way. (Will, interview)
But for participants, there was no need to rebuild a life. These identities had been a part of them,
and it is something they carried from early on in their childhood and continue to carry presently.
And in the context of the 2016 presidential election, when the platform of someone who uses
vitriolic language against the queer community, or against the immigrant community, or against
the Muslim community is present and in the news cycles 24/7, it resonated with the study
participants that their identities were less than the majority. This not only raised their levels of
minority stress, but it impacted how they searched for safety and how they sought support from
those that are, and are not, like them in the aftermath of the election.
To be queer and off to college, whether they were out or not, created a journey for each
participant in finding community and a safe space. The earlier sections of this chapter explored
ways in which being queer and grappling with the election of Trump and how participants
perceived university support before, during, and after the election. These narratives are rich
because they provide an inside look as to how then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students were
impacted by Trump’s election and how that impacted their college experience. This next and
final section of this chapter explores how Trump’s presidency shaped their life experience during
and after college.
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Activism
One of the biggest consequences of Trump’s election for participants was their activism
and their desire to get involved in politics. Every participant in this study did something
politically focused after Trump assumed the presidency. Whether that was registering to become
affiliated with a political party, or campaigning and running for a local election, or voting in the
2018 midterm elections, it was clear from these interviews that participants were determined to
make sure that an election win by Trump could not happen again. This next section will highlight
the major theme of activism and the subthemes that emerged within it (political engagement and
motivation, and power).
Political engagement and motivation.
While many had voted or were engaged with the 2016 election, Trump’s win was a
catalyst for participants to get involved politically. Mike, like the rest of the participants, shared
that his opinion of Trump since his election in 2016 “only got worse” and continued:
Like obviously he was saying terrible things in the lead up to the election. And I already
did not like that and hated him as a person. But as he did even more awful stuff as a
president, even as he said even more horrible things, and then ultimately, you know,
culminating as recently as January 6, it just got worse and worse and worse, and I view
him even more negatively than I could have back then. (Mike, interview)
These strong opinions of Trump led Mike to pay closer attention to the primaries in 2018 and
then the full presidential election in 2020 with President Trump and then-candidate Joe Biden.
There were concerns about a second term for Trump and for Mike, simply being engaged with
the candidates and knowing the platforms and policies pushed him “even further to the left” and
let him be more involved in American politics.
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Williston became more radicalized after Trump was elected president. “I spurred to
action in politics more than I would have been” he stated, and continued sharing:
The true inflection point for me was in 2020. And, and seeing like the abysmal and like
lopsided response to the COVID-19 pandemic and people not getting the healthcare and
support that they needed to just survive that. That collective trauma that we were going
through…yeah, that said, that was a big shift. (Williston, interview)
Williston was very passionate during this section of our interview. My observation of his body
language and the way he talked about Trump’s failed COVID-19 response and generally
Trump’s administration showed that he truly became more passionate about politics and
motivated to get involved. He further went on to share that if Clinton had won, he would have
still been involved but not to the level that he is now. He used a metaphor to summarize that he
saw Clinton voters, including himself, as those who show up and vote, but “they’re not doing the
work.” He continued:
If Clinton had won…I probably would have stayed in that mode. Whereas now I feel very
strongly and I try to get as many of my friends involved even if they don’t have the time
to be as involved as I am to at least get them donating or like doing a canvassing shift
with me in a local election…those sorts of things. Whereas before I don’t think…that
wouldn’t have been a priority for me. (Williston, interview)
Participating in local elections was a key component to Williston’s involvement, so much so that
he ran for local office. And while he did not win his election, he learned the values of local
elections and its overall purpose in educating the community:
When you get involved in local politics, you realize, or like politics at all, it’s like, these
elections are fought on the ground by like, people like you and me. It’s a lot of volunteers
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that win elections by having the conversations with their neighbors and…trying to help
other people see that is something that I tried to do. (Williston, interview)
Williston was not the only participant who saw the value of the local election system.
Ezra, in her interview, shared that one of the consequences of Trump’s election and presidency
was that she also got more involved in local elections, and politics in general. “Yeah, I think it
was being more engaged in local elections and trying to get a better understanding of the general
political polls as a whole,” Ezra shared. As the 2020 election approached, Ezra talked about her
experience of that election cycle, which was after college, in comparison to 2016:
I remember, weirdly enough for myself, this kind of same level of involvement in like,
the debates leading up [to the election], where I’m like ‘Ok, like the Democrat party is
going to choose who they choose.’ Because even though I’m voting and like being more
involved, there’s stuff we can do…and once the night of the election came to be, I was
like a lot more trepidatious of like ‘is Trump going to get a second term? Because if he
gets a second term, I don’t know what’s gonna happen?’ And then when it was Joe
Biden, I like…I actually kept up with the electoral votes at that point like, ‘I’m not going
to sleep and wake up the next morning and not be the person I think it’s gonna be, I’m
gonna stay up and keep up! (Ezra, interview)
This trepidation for another Trump term and keeping up with the counting of the electoral votes
in 2020 was how Ezra stayed motivated in politics. For her, it was important to maintain her
previous level of involvement, but where she stepped aside in 2016 and went to bed early on
election night was not the case in 2020. This small change in behavior was meaningful to Ezra
and how she experienced the 2020 election because it was a direct response to the 2016 election.
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Cara became more involved in politics after 2016 and during the Trump presidency. To
recap, Cara voted for third-party candidate during the 2016 election, which had dire
consequences on her experience of the election. As such, when it came to preparing for the 2020
election and how she experienced that, Cara shared how her bisexual identity was influential in
how she became politically active:
I started following around Pete Buttigieg [an openly gay Democratic presidential
candidate], who is kind of like a progressive, but sensible, and uses moderate language,
but is Christian and queer, and also does not necessarily fit into the mold of what people
think he should be as a gay man. And I related to that a lot as a bisexual person. And so
that kind of became…that circle of people has become a safe space for me and to a
certain degree, that is part of the reason why I’ve gotten so politically active again. (Cara,
interview)
It was meaningful to Cara to see a political figure like Pete Buttigieg, who now serves as the
Secretary of Transportation in the Biden administration, hold the same intersectional identities as
her and who she could relate to. This influenced Cara to stay in the know of the 2020 election
cycle and see then-candidate Biden as a figure she could look up to, similarly to her grandfather
who had passed away shortly before the election. Living as a bisexual, Christian woman through
Trump’s administration made Cara place Biden on a pedestal for the reason of finding safety and
comfort that reminded her of her grandfather.
I didn’t even really want Joe Biden. But all of sudden it was like, I had this, and I knew it
wasn’t rational, but like this almost emotional reaction of like ‘Thank you for saving us
President Grandpa, sir!’ because my actual grandpa had just died. So I needed like a
figure to feel safer around. I had Biden (Cara, interview)

147

And while Cara used this opportunity to talk about Biden in a joking manner, it was a very real
emotion and experience to have a figure such as a candidate serve as a safe space. Cara also
recognized that Trump’s administration had consequences on her life and the lives of others.
Bastian communicated these concerns in great detail during our interview.
Bastian discussed the consequence of Trump’s election and how it shaped his
involvement in politics as one of lasting impact. For Bastian, he viewed Trump’s election win
and presidency as a legacy administration, meaning that “the consequences of the [2016] election
are still like, going to happen, and are still going to be present for years to come” (Bastian,
interview). Because of Trump’s administration and the fear that the policies Trump would, and
did, enact would potentially impact gay rights negatively, Bastian married his same-sex partner
while still enrolled in college. This not only worked towards securing his citizenship status in the
United States, but it also allowed him to live his truth as a gay man in Trump’s America.
Additionally, Bastian talked about the anxiety he experienced during the 2020 election and then
the rhetoric that emerged from the Trump administration about the election itself, leading up to
the January 6, 2021 riot at the U.S. Capitol. Discussing that event, Bastian shared the following:
I had so much anxiety, like I was shaking election night and the fact that it lasted four
days was unbelievable. And the fact that it kept going like, you know, until January 6,
like it was such a nightmare. Like we’re in the freaking middle of it all and like, what do
we prepare for? It was just like being on the verge of a civil war happening. Yeah, and I
don’t even think that’s being dramatic. (Bastian, interview)
This moment was an example of Trump’s impact on the U.S. political system and how LGBTQ+
participants experienced his presidency. There were real concerns about his platform, rhetoric,
and behavior and the choices he made while in office, like nominating three conservative judges
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to the Supreme Court as lasting consequences. “That was like the biggest thing…RBG passed
away and then that whole thing happened this past weekend” Bastian shared, which was in
reference to the leaked court opinion of Roe v. Wade being potentially overturned. For Bastian,
and many other participants, the discussion about the potential of Roe v. Wade being overturned,
which became reality, brought concerns about Obergefell v. Hodges being overturned. As
Bastian shared, “my partner and I agreed…if Obergefell is overturned, we’re probably leaving. If
we have kids, we’re probably not going to stay in this country” (Bastian, interview). This
sentiment was shared among participants; if the right to same-sex marriage became
unconstitutional, participants would be concerned about living their lives as queer in the country.
This narrative is an example of how political motivation and engagement did not simply mean
voting, or canvassing, or donating to campaigns – it also meant being aware of the evolving
sociopolitical dynamics of the U.S. and understanding the consequences of Trump’s election in
2016. Four years of the Trump administration, for many participants, shifted how they saw
themselves in the world and interacted with their families, peers, partners, and how they
interacted with politics. For some participants, political motivation and engagement looked like
being a voice for their communities.
Chris said that one of the consequences of the election for him was that it changed his
attitude and perspective, his “everything”, so much so that he felt that his “voice became louder,
more intense, more targeted, more specific. It made me reach out more to the community and it
taught me the value of community” (Chris, interview). When Chris saw injustices during
Trump’s tenure as President, specifically in the legal field and Supreme Court, he felt anger, and
he felt that channeling that anger in a meaningful way would help him continue to process the
presidency and the Trump era. Chris decided that instead of misdirecting that anger in
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unproductive ways, he used it to go to law school, where he is currently situated and looking to
become a civil rights litigator. Chris felt power to make a change, and this was commonly shared
among the participants too.
Power.
Power emerged as subtheme in response to my third research question. When some
participants felt their power taken away by Trump’s win because of their identities, they
harnessed power in other ways to get involved. “The biggest thing for someone in my situation”
Will said “is to learn how to use my voice and in the way that I was, I was supporting those that
were negatively impacted.” As a teacher, Will has been able to use the classroom as his platform
to give his students literature and books to do research and discern, in their own perspectives,
how they can change the world. Will also said that the teaching, for him, goes beyond the
classroom and a direct consequence of Trump’s election was that he was able to teach others
about policies, platforms, and more to get others informed and involved in elections. Sam got
more involved in local elections after 2016 because that election, for them, showed “how
precarious the process can be and how, like high stakes the consequences are.” For many of the
participants, consequences like packing the Supreme Court with conservative judges, the
potential of the overturning of Roe v. Wade (all interviews happened before the Supreme Court
did overturn this decision in the summer of 2022) or Obergefell v. Hodges, or the transgender
military ban, or the reevaluation of DACA, were meaningful enough to be catalysts for change.
These events, while they may not have occurred with Trump being president, had the potential to
be lasting impacts of his presidency, and that was enough for someone like Luna to get involved.
Although a visiting student to the U.S., Luna believed that Trump’s presidency gave her the push
to become an activist and “verbalize and say things that I believed in. And just become an
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activist in so many ways.” This included working on a graduate degree outside of the U.S. in
Women’s and Gender Studies and seeking a Ph.D. afterwards to give voices to those who are
marginalized. Bastian felt similarly to Luna and Sam too. The election for Bastian had shown
him:
How privileged I was in many regards, and how I could use that to like, help others who
weren’t…I’m just like, not afraid to voice my opinions about things and stand up for
people whereas before, like I wouldn’t have necessarily been equipped to do so. (Bastian,
interview)
Bastian’s response was an example of being proactive versus reactive. By harnessing the power
that was perceived to have been taken away from him and his identities, like so many others in
this study when Trump was elected, and fight for positive change, it reduced the heightened
levels of minority stress that were initially experienced. Ricky summed this sentiment up nicely
when he said the following, “I am an optimist, so I am holding out for a better future. I’d like to
think we’re not…gonna go back.” He mentioned that in the six years since Trump’s elections
that the conservative party of the U.S. has been trying to make policy changes to “basic human
rights” Ricky said, but:
It’s those types of things that like, definitely…challenge the idea of a better future, but I
do think, you know, if we look at the whole timeline of human history, we have evolved
and we have progressed – as slow and as painstakingly obnoxious as it’s been, and as
hard as it’s been, you know, there has been progress. (Ricky, interview)
This power and optimism were not the same for other participants though. Mike had
believed that the 2016 election was “just a blip on the radar and people are going to realize that
this man is terrible.” He continued:
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I know even with the, you know, leaked Roe v. Wade decision that came out, my partner
and I have even started talking more about, you know, is there potentially the possibility
that we need to seek a future in another country? Because if Roe v. Wade gets overturned,
can Obergefell v. Hodges get overturned? Can other gay rights be taken away? (Mike,
interview)
Chris concurred with Mike when he said “I started to understand my rights, as a person, my
ability to be who I am and like the ability for the state or the federal government to criminalize
my own existence and my own behavior” which made him realize the significance of Trump’s
election even six years later. Williston said that he worries about his future and his relationship
with his partner:
There was a period back in 2020 where I was pretty concerned for…especially after
seeing the GOP release their platform for 2020…the marriage equality decision and
wanting to overturn that, where I said to my fiancé like ‘we might want to talk about like
getting married now before this happens! Like what if…like we might want to prepare for
this outcome.’ (Williston, interview)
He continued:
It’s sad and I, I try not to feel hopeless about it. I try to like channel that energy to doing
something about it at a local level, which is where I feel I can have an impact, but…yeah.
(Williston, interview)
And the conversation stopped there. For some participants in this study, there were heightened
levels of minority stress especially when considering the repercussions of Trump’s election win
and its lasting impact on the U.S. sociopolitical climate and their identities. While these
heightened levels were apparent in their body language, tone, and how they processed the
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remainder of their college careers and beyond, it never took away from them their activism and
desire to engage in U.S. politics.
The thought of having to go for four more years, that was terrifying. Four more years
waking up in the morning, wondering what bullshit thing he did. Four more years of him
ruling by Twitter. Four more years worrying about him starting a nuclear attack. Four
more years of worrying about how much more emboldened these people are going to be.
And we’re at four more years of shit things happening. And you know, they’re still
happening…the world isn’t fixed. But like, as much as some people my age claim that,
you know, we’ve lost…I don’t think we’ve lost. I think that we’re still fighting. (Cara,
interview)
The 2020 election showed that much was at stake for participants, and to Cara’s point, while
those that participated in this study are still dealing with the impact of Trump’s election, the fight
is not over for them. They all showed some form of motivation to be sure that they used their
voice in the 2020 election, they gave a voice to those within their communities, and they
supported their communities even in the most challenging of times. Ezra said it best when she
shared the following:
Every vote really does count and it’s just not a thing we talked about, and it counts at like
all levels. So, like, even despite, like all the pessimism and sadness and fear that came
from the 2016 election, it also gave me a lot of appreciation for the place we live in.
There are systems in place, even if they’re not perfect, and it still feels like there is
something we can do about it. (Ezra, interview)
That “something” Ezra alluded to is the power to be changemakers. For all the participants, their
resolve to make a difference in any way possible was a direct consequence of Trump’s election
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and it showed that even if there exists some hopelessness for the future, all is not lost when they
can support themselves and each other.
Conclusion
The 2016 presidential election of Donald Trump had lasting impacts on thenundergraduate LGBTQ+ individuals. By charting the journey of participants from their coming
out experiences to attending their universities, from the night of the 2016 election to the
aftermath, participants demonstrated that there was significant trauma that was experienced and
that corroborates the literature that exists in current research. Participants emphasized that their
queerness and intersectional identities made the election of Trump difficult to process and that
they searched for support from both their personal communities and from their universities.
While on campus, they observed both positive and negative contributions from their institutions
and overall believed that more could have been done to support them. However, even if
participants were still attending college after the election, or had graduated in that same year,
since the election, participants became motivated and more politically engaged to ensure that
their voices, as a marginalized community, would be heard. Whether that was through voting and
participating at the local level, to seeking careers that would benefit their communities,
participants demonstrated that Trump’s election and administration has had greater implications
than they realized, which in turn, made them become agents for change. Participants in this study
provided some thought on how they could have received additional support from their university
before, during, and after the 2016 election, and the next chapter will unpack some of those
considerations, while also providing recommendations for future policy implementation and
research opportunities.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusion
“I think it’s not enough to just encourage those conversations, but to make sure they’re
happening in an educational manner…so I think that the university didn’t really take any of that
into consideration, and sort of how it dealt with that.” - Bryce

The purpose of this dissertation was to examine the retrospective impact of the 2016 U.S.
presidential election of Donald Trump on then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students and how this
event shifted their college going experience, if at all. It also examined whether, based on student
perceptions of events that occurred before, during, and after the election, universities responded
effectively to support the LGBTQ+ community. To accomplish this, a qualitative
phenomenological study was carried out to capture how the 2016 election was significant to
trigger a response from this marginalized community and therefore change how thenundergraduate students continued studying and living at college. This chapter is a discussion
about the results from this study and how my findings fit into the existing literature, what new
knowledge was acquired, and what more could have been explored. Additionally, this chapter
will provide recommendations for future practice and research opportunities.
Review of Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study:
1. How do LGBTQ+ postsecondary graduates perceive that the 2016 election and the days
immediately following impacted them?
2. Based on student perceptions, in what ways, if any, did universities provide physical,
emotional, and social supports for LGBTQ+ students before, during, and after the 2016
election?
3. In what ways, if any, did Trump’s presidency mark a shift in the postsecondary
graduates’ life experience during and after college?
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The next section will provide responses to these questions based on the collected data as a
discussion on what was learned from this study.
Discussion of Findings
Discussion on Research Question #1
The first research question of this study asks how then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students
experienced the 2016 election and the Trump presidency. Current literature shows that college
students, but particularly those of marginalized identities, struggled with the results because of
Trump’s rhetoric throughout his campaign and his tenure as President (Mahler-Rogers, 2017;
Manbeck et al., 2018; Sondel et al., 2018). However, since much of the existing literature is
grounded in quantitative research, one of the most significant components of this study is the
rich, qualitative data collected from the participants to demonstrate how students struggled with
the election results. As suggested in Chapter 2, the lack of qualitative data was a major gap in the
literature, and this research is just the start towards finding more voices and corroborating
narratives with the quantitative data. The data collected from this study is one of the greatest
strengths of this research, especially in the context of responding to my first research question.
It is clear from Chapter 4 that participants had a difficult time during the 2016 election
and when it was announced that Trump was elected President. Trump’s election and proposed
changes to policies towards marginalized communities made it more distressing for those that
held marginalized identities (Albright & Hurd, 2019). Their study concluded that Trump created
a constant state of fear among marginalized students, which in turn impacted their mental health
and well-being (Albright & Hurd, 2019). However, their longitudinal study, while strong in
providing the statistical data to demonstrate that underrepresented students experienced greater
levels of Trump-related stress, did not collect the first-hand perspectives of what and how the
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2016 election was experienced. My study focused holistically on the impact of Trump’s election
in 2016 among a specific marginalized population, and it begins the journey for future research
on collecting additional narratives of those who experienced Trump’s election while in college.
Therefore, one of the most significant findings in my study related to my first research question
was the level of trauma that was experienced by participants and how negatively they were
impacted by this event.
These findings are mainly in line with the current literature (Albright & Hurd, 2020;
Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lott II & Love, 2020; Rodriguez & Huemmer, 2019;
Schuster, 2020; Tavarez, 2020) but the added layer of magnitude coding and the use of minority
stress (Meyer, 1995) to understand the levels of distress felt by participants made my findings
strong. By collecting rich, qualitative data of first-hand experiences during the 2016 election, I
was able to attribute feelings of internalized homophobia, perceived stigma, and prejudice
events, the core components of minority stress, to demonstrate that this event was a negative life
event for LGBTQ+ identifying participants. This, in turn, filled the gap that exists in the current
literature. For example, many published studies (Mahler-Rogers, 2017; Manbeck et al., 2018;
Sondel et al., 2018) recognized that minority and marginalized communities were stressed,
anxious, and concerned about Trump’s rhetoric and how his rhetoric focused on populations that
were blatant targets of his campaign (BIPOC, immigrants, individuals with disabilities, etc.). But
these studies did not provide the actual experiences of those participants. This study contributes
to the literature by collecting and analyzing narratives of LGBTQ+ individuals who lived
through the election night to illustrate the stress, anxiety, and concern that these former
undergraduate students had in thinking about a Trump presidency. By capturing the narratives of
the stress and anxiety experienced by participants, and highlight their feelings of hopelessness,
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numbness, dark, and even the contemplation of suicide in the case of one participant, these
experiences corroborate with the current research and provide nuance to the quantitative data.
This study was complete with rich data because of the level of detail that was provided by
participants and their ability to recall memories six years later.
One of the strengths of the research design was the interview protocol that asked
participants to recall where they were the night of the election, who they were with, and to
describe, in intimate details, what they experienced and how they witnessed the 2016 election
unfold. Each participant provided a flashbulb memory, or the “accurate and exceptionally vivid
long-lasting memory for the circumstances surrounding learning about a dramatic event” (Perera,
2021). From sharing what was said among classmates and peers during the night of the election,
to the interactions on campus in the days immediately following the election, participants
remembered what the campus was like, with sounds, sights, and even smells, to provide a level
of detail that contributed to the rich data and the number of unique codes I developed during the
coding process. These stories were the core of this research – the phenomenon of the 2016
election and how then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students experienced the election win of Trump.
The narratives provided here serve as catalysts for future research opportunities, since my data
suggests that a significant traumatic even was experienced and that as members of a minority
identity, participants were negatively impacted by the election of Trump, which further
corroborates with the current literature. The recall of memories by participants was rewarding to
listen to as a researcher and even more rewarding to write about in this study, and opportunities
for future research based on this design will be further discussed later in this chapter.
Considering the participants themselves, my sample group of 12 was diverse in gender
identity, sexual orientation, and race and ethnicity. Given the variety of perspectives from
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participants, including the recall of memories before, during, and after the night of the election,
intersectionality became an important theme, which aligns with the current literature (Albright
and Hurd, 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lott II and Love, 2020). Intersectionality, credited to
Sojourner Truth and her Ain’t I a Woman speech which was rooted in the experiences of Black
women, was eventually coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 to describe how systems of bias
interact. Intersectionality in the context of this study is discussed as how the identities of
participants, including their race, gender identity and expression, religious upbringing, and
socioeconomic status interact and shape their homosexual identities. For this particular research
question, when it came to election night itself, intersectionality played a big role in how
participants rejected Trump’s election win and perceived it as an attack against their identities.
Much of Trump’s campaign had been focused on attacking non-White, non-evangelical, and
non-heterosexual identities, and for participants in this study that identified as Black, Latinx,
LGBTQ+ and a mixture of these identities, Trump’s election win was a statement on the
direction the country was moving towards.
For example, one of the participants, Luna, is a queer, Mexican, cisgender woman who
was an international student attending school in the U.S during the 2016 election. Her
intersectional identities as listed were greatly impacted by Trump’s election win for a variety of
reasons. First, Trump had blatantly made disparaging remarks about marginalized identities
throughout his campaign, like Mexicans, which caused distress within the community (Albright
& Hurd, 2020). Additionally, Trump’s selection of Mike Pence as his running mate, who is a
believer of conversion therapy for homosexual individuals, along with his proposed policies like
the transgender military ban and packing the Supreme Court with conservative judges, also
heightened stress among marginalized identities like the LGBTQ+ community (Albright & Hurd,
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2020). This study strengthened the research surrounding how universities can support for
marginalized identities on college campuses, particularly during a divisive election cycle because
Trump’s campaign and eventual administration caused high levels of distress among students
that held intersectional identities (Albright & Hurd, 2020; Budge et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al.,
2018; Lott II & Love, 2020; Rodriguez & Huemmer, 2019; Schuster, 2020; Tavarez, 2020). It
also supported the need for further research on the role of intersectionality on college student
identities, which is further discussed later in this chapter. Overall, all participants held their
queerness as an intersectional identity and were negatively impacted by Trump’s election
because of his rhetoric against their queerness or other identities, which in turn impacted their
college going experience.
Overall, intersectionality was a major theme that emerged from the data and highlights
numerous opportunities for future study. The richness of the collected data showed that although
the queer identity was at the forefront of this study, there are many avenues that future research
could take to discuss the implications of Trump’s election beyond queerness. For example, the
participants that identified as Hispanic/Latinx were able to share, in great detail, the ways
Trump’s rhetoric and platform impacted their Hispanic/Latinx identity as much, if not more, than
their queer identity. And while I was able to differentiate between these intersectional identities,
it was apparent and necessary to highlight that their Hispanic/Latinx identity informed their
queer identity in many ways, which also impacted how they experienced Trump’s election, the
days following, and throughout his administration. This shows the value in further studying the
consequences of Trump’s election and administration and how it impacts other identities, like
Black, Asian, specific queer affinities, etc. I provide recommendations for future research later in
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this chapter that asks for further investigation into Latinx and Black communities because of the
role intersectionality played in the analysis of this data.
Even though there were limitations with respect to my first research question, this study
provided the first-hand perspectives of then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students and how they
experienced election night in 2016, which the current literature has shown to be a significant
source of stress and concern for marginalized, college students. And as the literature in Chapter 2
suggested, LGBTQ+ students were seeking support from their universities because of the ways
Trump’s platform was attacking individuals of marginalized identities and creating hostile spaces
(Albright and Hurd, 2020; Lott II and Love, 2020; Schuster, 2020). The sociopolitical climate of
the U.S. influenced the behaviors of students on campus and their interactions with one another
(Schuster, 2020). In the next subsection, I will discuss the findings from this study as it relates to
my second research question and the student perceptions of support by their universities.
Discussion on Research Question #2
The second research question of this study asks about student perceptions of universities
in their ability to provide physical, emotional, and social supports for LGBTQ+ identifying
students before, during, and after the 2016 election. Before the 2016 election, majority of the
participants mentioned that voter registration drives and debate watch parties were the most
prevalent types of programming happening on their campuses. While those programs are
effective, they are not engaging, which is what participants were hoping for in the lead up to
election night. Engagement, according to a study by Ballard et al. (2020), when politically
focused can lead to college student wellbeing. In their study, Ballard et al. (2020) described
forms of political engagement on the college campus as voting, the creation of political groups,
activism, and social movements like protests or demonstrations. While participants in this study
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were not protesting or demonstrating before the election, they were very much aware of the harsh
rhetoric of Trump’s campaign and spoke out against his platform and personal behavior. For
example, “Black Lives Matter” came up frequently across interviews since this movement took
off given the number of deaths of Black Americans by police in 2016. Trump’s campaign, for
many participants, was seen as a White supremacist platform and once he assumed office, some
participants discussed the “Unite the Right” movement in Charlottesville, Virginia and the failed
response of Trump, who stood with White nationalists after the death of Heather Heyer. While
this event took place after the election, participants believed that conversations and engagement
about political movements, candidate platforms, large social movements, and more could have
been helpful in preparing for the 2016 election, regardless of outcome. Universities, according to
a study conducted by Colby et al. (2007) have a responsibility to promote political education and
engagement during the formative college years, when students are about to enter adulthood. This
study highlighted that in preparation for the 2016 election, universities could have done more to
engage and prepare their campus communities. Voter registration drives and debate watch parties
were simply not enough, particularly for marginalized students like the LGBTQ+ community
who recognized that there was much at stake for U.S. social policy. I recommend various ideas
for practice by higher education administrators later in this chapter.
This study is also significant in that it demonstrated that universities did not act when it
came to supporting their LGBTQ+ undergraduate students after the election. A subtheme that
emerged from the data was hindsight bias. Hindsight bias is the ability of people to perceive past
events as having been more predictable than they actually were, and that after an event has
occurred, people would have predicted or would have known with a high degree of certainty
what the outcome of the event would have been before the event occurred (Encyclopedia
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Britannica, 2022). For many participants, when they looked back on their time at their
universities and thought about the actions taken by their institutions before, during, and after the
2016 election, they believed that more could have been done. In these instances, they recognized
that Clinton’s loss could not have been predicted since many polls had indicated that she would
win the election (AAPOR, n.d.) and that universities could not have predicted an outcome that
was not a Clinton win. However, it became more than just supporting students for who won or
who loss, but that universities could have provided more education about: the U.S. sociopolitical
climate, how the U.S. election system works, how do voters engage with each other and have
productive political discourse, and more (Ballard et al., 2020; Manbeck et al., 2018).
Only two participants in this study had differing opinions on university response. In all
cases, participants shared that executive administration at their universities sent an email to the
campus community regarding the 2016 election results and acknowledging the results. The
current literature confirms that written communications was the choice method after the election
results were determined (Hypolite & Stewart, 2021). In their study, Hypolite and Stewart (2021)
noted that many universities appealed to the emotions of their communities, with words like
“distressed,” “anxious,” and “uncertain.” In other communications, universities called for unity
and reiterated their mission statements and values (Hypolite & Stewart, 2021). For many of the
participants, this was simply not enough. An acknowledgment, or reiteration of the university
mission, or using words of emotion, to them, felt like an acceptance of the harsh rhetoric and
hate that Trump had on marginalized identities, which further exacerbated their minority stress.
Instead, participants wished that universities had sent a clearer message that hate speech, or the
actions taken by then-candidate Trump would not be tolerated on campus. For the 2 participants
who did say that they felt their universities had a stronger response, they recall the email
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communication from their university presidents were explicit in condemning specific actions and
words of Trump. For example, Mike shared that his university expressed criticism of Trump’s
policies regarding immigration since his ban targeted Middle Eastern faculty on campus. This
was a similar experience with Sam, who also mentioned Trump’s Muslim ban, which impacted a
fair number of students and faculty on their campus. In their recollection, Sam said the university
paid more attention to the campus community and created spaces for students, faculty, and staff
to process the election results. These acts proved fruitful to these participants. But it was not
enough for others.
For Mike and Sam, these simple acts helped them, and in their perspective, their
university communities in understanding the election results. However, these same acts for the
other participants was not helpful. Many talked about their hindsight bias, which was a subtheme
that emerged from the data, and how looking back on their memory that they wish more could
have been done. Majority of the participants felt that because Trump’s vitriol was on display
since the beginning of his campaign, universities could have acted to prepare for a fallout if he
won the election. And when he did win, universities were not ready to take on tough
conversations about how to process the election. This study showed that relying solely on
counseling and psychological services to process the election results, or having small group
gatherings and reflective talks were not helpful to LGBTQ+ participants. Furthermore, many
participants shared that these reflective talks and safe spaces to gather were enacted by student
organizations or peers, not by university staff or administration. Participants also mentioned that
their faculty became a source for support after the election results were announced. This study
demonstrated that universities could have mitigated the fallout of Trump’s 2016 election win by
having more robust plans in place and show support for students of marginalized identities. For

164

the LGBTQ+ community, who were scrutinized by Trump’s political platform, felt unseen
because Trump did not outwardly express hate towards this community. Lott II and Love (2020),
who studied the reactions of undergraduate men of color, can corroborate this because of how
undergraduate men of color reacted to Trump’s election win and the way they sought support not
from the university, but from their peers and each other. I provide some recommendations for
practice in supporting LGBTQ+ undergraduate students, who have been lost in existing research
regarding the response of universities in the wake of the 2016 election, and this study inserts this
perspective into the current literature.
Discussion on Research Question #3
Finally, the third research question of this study asks how Trump’s presidency marked a
shift in the postsecondary graduates’ life experience during and after college. This study asked
participants to discuss how they experienced Trump’s presidency while still in college and after
college, and ultimately how did they process and move forward from election night. One of the
most significant results from this study was that majority of the participants felt motivated to be
engaged in politics and use their voice to prepare for the 2018 midterms and the 2020
presidential election. Participants shared that after the 2016 election, they were determined to
make sure that Trump did not be elected again, and while that was not a guarantee, it did mean
that they would be more invested in the U.S. political system and educate themselves on laws,
policies, social movements, and more. Participants felt that they could no longer just say “Trump
is not fit to be President because he is not Clinton” without having supporting evidence. This
motivation led participants to learn and engage in political discourse on campus and within their
communities. One participant was so enraged by the election of Trump in 2016 that he channeled
his anger and went to law school after graduation to become a civil rights litigator. Another
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participant decided to run for a local election because he saw the importance of elections at the
local level. And the list continues, but this study highlighted a variety of ways participants felt
empowered to do something meaningful about the election results.
When it came to the 2020 presidential election, with candidates Trump and Biden,
participants were dedicated to go out and vote, since they viewed Biden’s social policy platform
as affirming of their queer identity. Many also voted for Biden simply because they could not
fathom another four years of a Trump presidency. The 2020 election proved to be as vitriolic as
the 2016 election, and given the COVID-19 pandemic and the failed response of the U.S.,
participants were ready for change. Many were hopeful in Biden winning the election, not just
because he was not Donald Trump, but because his platform mimicked their own political
beliefs. And while many would have preferred another candidate over Biden, like Bernie Sanders
or Elizabeth Warren, they felt confident that Biden could secure the election win. Majority of the
participants were confident that enough people would not vote for Trump because of his
administration and time in power as President, but the “bubble of a fault” that was experienced in
2016 was no longer a reality. One of the biggest lessons learned from participants in this study
was that anything is possible, even the election of Trump. And because of that, participants
refused to be stuck in that “bubble of a fault” and were motivated to be educated and be engaged
in the 2020 election, particularly because many of Trump’s policies he enacted during his tenure
were being felt among the group, and continued to be felt during our interviews.
Another significant component of this study was how LGBTQ+ participants continue to
feel the consequences of Trump’s election, even it being six years ago. As I mentioned in
Chapter 1, the passage of time played a big role in this study because it not only influenced
memory recall of participants (Chiew et al., 2021), but many of the policies the former president
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implemented, as well as changes to the sociopolitical climate he enacted, impacted many
Americans, including those who participated in this study. For example, the decision to overturn
Roe v. Wade by the Supreme Court of the United States in the summer of 2022, which occurred
after all interviews were completed for this study, was a major topic of discussion with the study
participants. Throughout our discussions, participants were quite concerned about the broader
implications that overturning Roe v. Wade would have, especially on the landmark Obergefell v.
Hodges case. In these moments, participants talked about the possibility of fleeing the country to
marry their same-sex partner, or how employers could discriminate against them if this case was
overturned, or that getting married quickly was the best solution. And when Roe v. Wade did get
overturned, the court opinion by Justice Clarence Thomas, a conservative judge appointed by
President George H.W. Bush, stated that the justices of the U.S. Supreme Court “should
reconsider all of this Court’s substantive due process precedents, including Griswold, Lawrence,
and Obergefell” (Forgey & Gerstein, 2022). And while I did not complete any follow-up
discussions with participants, the addition of Justices Neil Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh, and Amy
Coney Barrett, all appointed by Trump during his presidency, have greatly impacted the
LGBTQ+ community. For the participants in this study, the realization that the legality of samesex marriage could be upended is frightening, and my study highlights that their levels of
minority stress, particularly prejudice events, was heightened during Trump’s presidency, as
evidenced by the consequences of his election.
Minority stress (Meyer, 1995), the theoretical framework for this study, guided my
research questions, my interview protocol, and how I analyzed my findings. I discussed
throughout this study the importance of minority stress as a framework because of the way it
captured the psychological impact of the queer identity as a direct consequence of the
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sociopolitical climate. When the initial study was conducted by Meyer in 1985, the HIV/AIDS
epidemic and the stigma and discrimination against gay men was at its peak. And after having
the start of the gay rights movement years earlier, the AIDS epidemic in the U.S., coupled with
the tenets of minority stress yielded greater participation among gay individuals to speak out and
get involved in political and social justice. Therefore, this framework did more than just provided
a roadmap how I wanted to design the study – it provided the opportunity to highlight the
resulting activism among participants who were impacted by Trump’s election win and how they
used their own heightened minority stress to create political change. Small decisions, like
deciding to read the news daily to be in the know of current political issues, to large decisions,
like running for a local office or canvassing for a candidate, are all examples of how the
experienced minority stress by Trump’s election influenced the activism to be politically
engaged and motivated in future elections. This study greatly benefited from this framework in
more ways than one and showed how, for better or worse in some cases, minority stress
influenced the participant’s postgraduate life experiences.
Since the election of Trump in 2016, many participants have felt heightened levels of
minority stress which led to being concerned and fearful for safety and security in Trump’s
America. One participant left the country to live in the United Kingdom full time because he was
concerned about access to healthcare as a transgender man in Trump’s America. Some
participants who were not out yet in college in 2016 during the election decided to continue
hiding their queer identity because peers of theirs on campus were becoming more emboldened
to say hate speech because of Trump. As such, I conclude that as a result of Trump’s election in
2016, postsecondary graduates experienced heightened levels of minority stress during and after
college. Because of this, participants became empowered and proactive to ensure that they were
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prepared for any outcome in the 2020 election and learn how to grapple with the consequences of
Trump’s election and presidency. I believe that, based on my findings, universities can play a
critical role in developing their students to be changemakers, as well as educate them on political
discourse. Current literature (Ballard et al., 2020; Broadhurst et al., 2018; Cotton & Wilson,
2006; Manbeck et al., 2018; Sondel et al., 2018) provides some insight into how universities,
inclusive of administrators and faculty, can help mitigate feelings of minority stress for their
LGBTQ+ undergraduate students when it comes to a highly divisive election, and a tumultuous
U.S. sociopolitical climate. From providing a space of activism for LGBTQ+ to speak up against
policies that impact them (Broadhurst et al., 2018) to allowing faculty the opportunity to create a
safe space for their students to interact with them (Cotton & Wilson, 2006), this study provided
insight into how Trump’s election in 2016 impacted LGBTQ+ undergraduate students and the
role the university played in providing support for this community. My study showed that
LGBTQ+ undergraduate students were negatively impacted and felt that the university could
have been a better resource and space for them to cope and understand the results of the election.
Therefore, in the following sections, I provide recommendations for practice and further research
opportunities to highlight ways universities can provide support for their LGBTQ+
undergraduate students.
Recommendations for Practice
As I mentioned in Chapter 3, I identify within the transformative paradigm which asserts
that a research inquiry should be connected with politics and political change to mitigate social
oppression (Mertens, 2010). Based on the existing literature and the findings from the
participants of this study, the following can be taken into consideration for practice by higher
education administrators to allay this oppression of the LGBTQ+ community:
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•

Divest in anti-LGBTQ+ companies/corporations/donors: A few participants in this
study mentioned that a building on their campuses had been or were being constructed
with the name of someone who was outwardly anti-LGBTQ, which caused much of the
undergraduate students on those campuses to protest. And while one institution did move
forward with plans to construct and name a building after this donor, participants became
more attuned to the politics of the university and the role of money when it comes to
funding college programs, infrastructure, etc. One of the biggest takeaways from this
study that was shared by participants is that colleges and universities can take a greater
stance in showing support for their LGBTQ+ students, which can mean divesting in antiLGTBQ+ companies or corporations that fund endowments or other financial assets. For
example, if a university is being propositioned to accept a charitable donation but it is
being donated by an anti-LGTBQ+ donor, a university could reevaluate their values to
discern if money is greater than displaying support for students. For some of the
participants in this study, they saw hypocrisy when a university sent messages to the
community to show support after the 2016 election, yet there was continued business
with anti-LGBTQ+ stakeholders. This can also take the form of not contracting or
partnering with companies that have historically anti-LGBTQ+ agendas or have donated
to anti-LGBTQ+ platforms during election cycles. Universities can consider accepting
donations or working with companies that have pro-LGBTQ+ stances to demonstrate
their support for this community.

•

Provide more pre-election and post-election programming: Based on participant
narratives, the only types of programming that took place before the 2016 election were
voter registration drives and debate watch parties. These programs, to the recollection of
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participants, were sponsored by College Democrats and/or College Republicans, and on
some campuses, university administration. Some ideas for best practices for future
election preparation can include: university-sponsored events that invite speakers of
various party platforms and stances to discuss an upcoming election; events that are
focused on political discourse and the role of politics in the U.S.; educational
programming centered on the Electoral College (this was brought up a few times in the
narratives); and programming that is not solely sponsored by a Political Science
department, or by college political organizations, like Student Government or others.
Many of the participants held hindsight bias based on their experiences, and believed that
more could have been done to prepare for the election regarding programming. After the
2016 election, participants shared that university executive administration, like the
University President, sent out an email as a response to the election, but participants were
not satisfied with that communication. This was in part to a historical trend that
universities stay neutral when it comes to elections and partisan positions (Hypolite and
Stewart, 2019). One of the biggest lessons is that participants wished their administrators
recognized that the 2016 election was not a normal election, given Trump’s platform and
rhetoric, and believe that the response after the election could have acknowledged this.
•

Expand funding to existing LGBTQ+ centers on campus, or allocate funding for the
creation of LGBTQ+ centers: Of the participants that were interviewed for this study,
only 2 mentioned that their campuses had a dedicated LGBTQ+ center for students.
Those participants did, in some capacity, utilize that resource, whether that was attending
a program on campus that was sponsored by that center, or sought guidance during their
undergraduate career for a variety of reasons. For participants that did not have a
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dedicated center that affirmed their identity as queer, they relied on offices or
departments for support before, during, and after the 2016 election. This study showed
the importance of diversity education on college campuses, but also that physical spaces
on campus dedicated to marginalized identities is valuable during one’s undergraduate
career. Universities should consider creating LGBTQ+ centers the focuses on
programming specifically for this community, or continue to provide funding and
resources to already existing centers.
•

Continue to fund Counseling and Psychological Services: Many campuses from this
study offered counseling and psychological services as the only university-sponsored
resource, whereas participants felt that they had to rely on student organizations, their
personal safe spaces and communities, and their faculty for support post-election.
Participants perceived counseling and psychological services to either be too
overwhelmed with ongoing cases or were not reliable enough, and without overarching
university support, student organizations that ran focus groups or support groups after the
election were not well trained in holding such events. Simply, universities should
continue to hire staff for their counseling and psychological services offices to support all
students, regardless of identities. In the context of this study, those that held marginalized
identities struggled greatly with the 2016 election and its results, and at the
recommendation of university officials, students were encouraged to seek counseling
services after the election. The 2016 election was unique because it was volatile, but
recent elections since 2016 have also shown to be the same. In preparing for any future
elections, universities can fully staff their counseling centers to take on new student cases
if students should struggle with any results. Additionally, the consequences of Trump’s
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election and presidency are continuing to impact the sociopolitical climate of the U.S.
and as such, students need support and readily available mental health resources.
•

Expansion of programming rooted in political and diversity education: A study
about diversity-related campus initiatives by Chang (2002) looked at the differences
between “discourse of preservation” and “discourse of transformation.” In their research,
a discourse of preservation values the diversity of the student body and the varying
viewpoints each student brings, thereby enhancing academics and the social climate of
the university (Chang, 2022). Alternatively, the discourse of transformation aims to show
that universities “still have at their disposal a sophisticated array of diversity initiatives to
advance student learning and broaden educational impact” (Chang, 2002, p.137). This
discourse of transformation means that diversity education can go beyond mission
statements and the enrollment of students of diverse backgrounds, but that it can
empower campus communities to “explicitly support the particular needs of marginalized
student populations” and “make it clear that the university believe that their students can
learn and sees their institutional responsibility in creating a safe and supportive
environment” (Hypolite and Stewart, 2019). This can take the form of bolstering diversity
initiatives on college campuses, or ensuring that academic coursework includes diverse
perspectives and aligns with university goals regarding diversity and inclusion. I believe
university administrators can adopt a discourse of transformation to demonstrate that they
support students of marginalized backgrounds, especially LGBTQ+ students, which will
in turn bolster diversity programming and support systems on campus. In turn, according
to Colby et al. (2007), when undergraduate students are provided the resources and
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teachings to be engaged in diversity education and political education, they will be
motivated to continue being engaged after college.
Recommendations for Future Research
There were some limitations to this study, which created opportunities for future
research. Based on these limitations and the findings from this study, research on this topic could
be explored in the following ways:
•

Qualitative research study with Log Cabin Republicans and participants who voted
for Trump or a 3rd-party candidate in 2016: Log Cabin Republicans are members of
the Republican Party who identify as LGBTQ+ and who, according to the organization’s
website, have “chosen to transform the GOP form the inside, working to overcome the
forces of exclusion and intolerance” (Our History, 2021). Future qualitative research
projects could investigate whether Log Cabin Republicans who were enrolled in college
in 2016 had similar experiences as participants in this study to determine if regardless of
party the election of Trump in 2016 had broader implications on the LGBTQ+
community. Because this study, with the exception of one participant, had mainly
Clinton’s supporters and voters, it lacked perspectives of those who voted for Trump or
for a third-party candidate. These narratives are equally important and can provide further
insight on how the 2016 election impacted the LGBTQ+ beyond party lines.

•

Follow-up study with queer, Black participants: One of the most significant gaps in
this study was the lack of queer, Black participants. During the initial recruitment cycle,
two participants who completed the survey identified as queer and Black, and they either
never responded to my outreach to schedule an interview, or they voluntarily withdrew
from the study altogether. Further research must be exclusively focused on Black, queer
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experiences, given the vitriol of Trump’s campaign towards BIPOC communities
(Albright and Hurd, 2019; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lott II and Love, 2020). One study in
the current literature specifically looked at the experiences of undergraduate men of color
with the 2016 election of Trump (Lott II and Love, 2020). In their findings, Lott II and
Love (2020) concluded that undergraduate men of color experienced more aggressive
behavior, like verbal attacks on themselves or their classmates, and in general had
concerns about the future given the results of the 2016 election. Additionally, the
participants in their study were concerned about policies being enacted by Trump as it
related to immigration, police brutality, racism, sexism, and more (Lott II & Love, 2020).
If my study had included Black, queer voices, and their experiences were rooted in their
concerns about the policies mentioned here that were going to be impacted by Trump’s
election, it would have strengthened my study even more. I also conclude that because
intersectionality was a major theme that emerged from the data, which is grounded in the
Black woman’s experience and how systems of bias interact with those identities, a study
that focuses exclusively on the Black and queer population would be fortuitous to
existing research (Albright and Hurd, 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2018; Lott II and Love,
2020).
•

Follow-up study with community college/2-year program students: Another
significant gap in my study was the choice to not interview participants who attended and
received a degree from a community college/2-year academic program. In his theory of
student development, Astin (1999) noted that two-year institutions are locales that lack
faculty and student interactions, given that many students attend on a part-time basis
and/or do not live on-campus full time. These factors then impede on community
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building and a sense of involvement and belonging at a two-year institution (Astin,
1999). Since all but one participant in this study lived on-campus or in campus housing,
their communities were easier to find when it came to understanding the election results
and being with likeminded individuals. The one student who was a commuter during the
2016 election had high levels of engagement on her campus and found her communities
early on in her collegiate career. It would be valuable to see what support systems were in
place by the colleges of these participants before, during, and after the 2016 election and
whether it was similar or different to those that attended four-year institutions, as well as
study the expectations of two-year/community colleges and how they could and/or should
support students, which may be different. Additionally, it would be interesting to know
how community college students perceived this support and if they relied on similar
communities and safe spaces as four-year undergraduate students.
•

Follow-up study on the role of faculty in supporting students during elections: Many
of the participants in this study discussed how the faculty reacted to the 2016 election
results. A qualitative study on the impact of the 2016 election on faculty and their role in
providing support to students, but particularly students of marginalized identities, would
be a worthwhile endeavor (Beasley, 2020; Broadhurst et al., 2018).

•

Follow-up study on queer, Latinx, undergraduate perspectives: One of the most
complex findings from this study was the role of intersectionality for queer, Latinx
participants. Their narratives were interesting, nuanced, and highlighted the complexities
of Trump’s election on their identities, particularly because Trump frequently
mischaracterized the Latinx community throughout his campaign. Albright and Hurd
(2020) studied the impact of Trump’s election on marginalized communities with specific
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attention to the Latinx community, and found that the prejudice towards Latinx
individuals resulted in higher distress. For example, in 2016, Trump said “Mexico has
taken advantage of us: gangs, drug traffickers, and cartels have freely exploited our open
borders and committed vast numbers of crimes inside the U.S.” (D. Trump,
communications, 2016) which consequently led to a “40 percent increase in arrests of
suspected undocumented immigrants in the first 100 days of the Trump presidency” (U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 2017, as cited in Albright & Hurd, 2020). Luna,
one of the participants in the study who identifies as Latinx and calls Mexico home,
shared a vivid memory of being called a “wetback” on campus by a White classmate of
hers after Trump’s election win because he and his campaign espoused hateful language
towards the Latinx community (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2017). Beyond Trump’s
rhetoric in 2016, the additional factors of religion, generational conflicts, and
heteronormativity within the Latinx community were prevalent in this study by the three
participants who identify as Latinx: Luna, Ricky, and Bastian. Given the dynamics of the
queer and Latinx identities, and their intersection when it came to the 2016 presidential
election and how Trump’s win impacted these three participants, a study that solely
focused on the retrospective experience of queer and Latinx students would be interesting
to further explore.
•

Research with a change in theoretical framework: I used minority stress (Meyer,
1995) to formulate my research questions, interview protocol, and how I analyzed my
findings. However, there are other valuable theories that could have been used to conduct
this research. Theories, such as Queer Theory, could be used in future research since it
leverages the social constructivist paradigm to understand gender and sexuality outside of
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heterosexuality. The ontology for a social constructivist is that reality is a social construct
and that throughout one’s life, social constructs change and may be in conflict with one
other (Mertens, 2010). According to Minton (1997) and his perspective on Queer Theory
and its implication for psychology, this theory stems from social movement throughout
history that has been constructed by politics and resistance by queer individuals.
Queerness then is evolving and addresses “issues across the spectrum of sexuality” and
“moves beyond the minoritizing agenda of homosexual rights” (Minton, 1997).
Therefore, if Queer Theory was used as the theoretical framework and within the research
design for a study similar to this, it could be conducted as a narrative inquiry to
understand how queerness has evolved among undergraduate students since the 2016
election and investigate deeper in the psychological impact of the election on queer
college students. There are many directions for a study that could utilize Queer Theory
but it would be interesting to see how the research design and analysis of narratives
would be if grounded in this theory and paradigm.
•

Qualitative study on the 2020 election/research that studies reactions to elections in
real time: While memory acquisition played a strong role in my study, there has been
research to suggest that flashbulb memories are not accurate. Flashbulb memories are
subjective and have been shown to lack accuracy and consistency with time (Chiew et al.,
2021). The inconsistencies related to flashbulb memories and its ability to influence
personal narratives (Chiew et al., 2021) make it challenging for any researcher to discern
truth from fabrication. It is argued that flashbulb memories make it hard to distinguish
what really happened with participants unless there was hard evidence that rooms, in fact,
went quiet, or students were crying in the hallways, or participants observed blatant
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discrimination against them. And while the study on the role of memory accuracy by
Chiew et al. (2021) found that those who voted for Clinton reported more negative
emotional responses, it also found that Clinton supporters had higher memory rehearsal,
or the consumption of media coverage, talking with others about the election night, etc.
These factors could have further influenced how supporters experienced the 2016
election and impact the accuracy of their memory (Chiew et al., 2021). Participants in
this study were asked how they experienced the 2020 election in comparison to the 2016
election. A study that was designed in the same manner as this, but within the context of
the 2020 election. This would include interviewing LGBTQ+ identifying undergraduate
students and how they perceived university support before, during, and after the 2020
election. Given that the election occurred during the COVID-19 global pandemic, which
was discussed among participants in this study, it would be interesting if the rhetoric and
actions of President Trump during this campaign and election, and the consequences that
are still being realized presently (like the January 6, 2021 insurrection at the U.S. Capitol)
impacted LGBTQ+ identifying students and in what ways.
Many, if not all, of these study opportunities can be broader and go beyond the LGBTQ+
community. This would highlight whether or not there were similar impacts and reactions to
Trump’s election among non-queer populations, and if there are differences between queer
and non-queer individuals, this study would then highlight the unique queer challenges of
Trump’s election win among queer individuals and why universities could do more to
support this community on their campuses during election cycles.
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Conclusion
This study aimed to understand how the election of Donald Trump to the U.S. presidency
in 2016 impacted the college-going experience for then-undergraduate LGBTQ+ students. It also
investigated the ways in which universities provided, or failed to provide, support for this
community before, during, and after the election. The current literature, lacked qualitative data
on this phenomenon which this study has illustrated. The findings in this study, with its rich data
and narratives, provided the first-hand perspectives on election night in 2016 and how LGBTQ+
identifying undergraduate students experienced the election. The biggest takeaway from this
study is that undergraduate students who identified as LGBTQ+ members did, in fact, experience
a devastating period in their lives because of Trump’s election win. And while these former
students sought community and safe spaces among their friends and those they shared identities
with, as a whole, universities failed to respond and act to provide support for this community.
The 2016 election was just the beginning – the 2020 election cycle and the vitriol by the former
President, and the consequences of his election that is still being felt today is continuing to
impact all marginalized communities, especially the LGBTQ+ community. As we approach the
2022 midterm elections and the 2024 election, and all future elections, where social issues and
platforms are now at the core of any campaign, it is time for universities to begin looking at their
resources and act now to prepare and support students of all identities, regardless of a positive or
negative outcome. LGBTQ+ students are motivated to be engaged with the dynamic U.S.
sociopolitical climate to create a better world for themselves and their communities, but are
universities ready to work with and support these students? Only time will tell.
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Appendix B: Demographic Survey
Online Demographic Survey for Participant Selection (Administered on Qualtrics)
Thank you for your participation in this study on the impact of the 2016 presidential election on
LGBTQ+ identifying people who were undergraduate students in 2016. By answering the
questions in this survey, you are agreeing to participate in an interview and discuss your personal
experience during this time. Any identifiable information will be kept confidential and the name
of your university will not be disclosed.
1. Name:
To protect your identity for the duration of this study, you are asked to select a pseudonym, or a
fake name. You will be referred to by this pseudonym going forward. If you do not submit a
pseudonym, one will be chosen for you.
2. Pseudonym that you’d like to use:
3. Email Address:
4. Gender Identity, please select all that apply*:
Cisgender Man
Cisgender Woman
Trans (Transgender)
Non-Binary | Third Gender
An identity not listed (please specify here):
5. Sexual Orientation, please select all that apply*:
Bisexual
Gay
Lesbian
Queer
Questioning/Unsure
Straight (Heterosexual)*
An identity not listed (please specify here):
*Branch logic– if participants select a Cisgender identity and Straight (Heterosexual),
the survey will end with the following message: Based on your responses to Questions
4 and 5, you are ineligible to participate in this study. Please do not hesitate to contact
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me at nicholas.russo2@student.shu.edu if you have any questions about why this
occurred or if you believe this was done in error. Thank you!
6. Age:
7. Race & Ethnicity, please select one:
American Indian | Alaskan Native
Asian | South Asian
Biracial | Multiracial
Black | African American | African
Hispanic | Latinx
Native Hawaiian | Pacific Islander
White | Caucasian | Middle Eastern
An identity not listed here (please specify here):
8. Religion (if affiliated):
9. Where do you currently live (city and state)?
In 2016, there was a presidential election in the United States where then-candidate Donald J.
Trump won and was named President…
10. What was the name of college/university you were enrolled at in 2016-2017
academic year (August 2016 – July 2017):
11. What was your class standing at this college/university in the 2016-2017 academic
year (August 2016 – July 2017)? Please select one.
a. First Year | Freshman
b. Second Year | Sophomore
c. Junior
d. Senior
12. What was your housing status at the time of the 2016 presidential election? Please
select one.
Residential (on-campus housing or off-campus housing owned by the
college/university)
Commuter (living with self, family, or friends in non-university-affiliated housing)
13. Did you graduate from the above college/university?
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Yes
No
*Branch logic– if participants select no, the survey will end with the following message:
Based on your responses to Question 13, you are ineligible to participate in this study.
Please do not hesitate to contact me at nicholas.russo2@student.shu.edu if you have any
questions about why this occurred or if you believe this was done in error. Thank you!
a. If not, did you graduate from another college/university?
Yes
No
*Branch logic– if participants select no, the survey will end with the following message:
Based on your responses to Question 13a, you are ineligible to participate in this study.
Please do not hesitate to contact me at nicholas.russo2@student.shu.edu if you have any
questions about why this occurred or if you believe this was done in error. Thank you!
i. If yes, name of the college/university you received your undergraduate
degree from:
b. What is/were your major(s)?:
c. What is/were your minor(s)?:
14. Political party affiliation in 2016 (if affiliated):
Republican
Democratic
3rd Party (if selected, what is your party?):
No party affiliation
Prefer not to answer
a. If you answered above, have you changed your party affiliation since 2016?
Yes (please specify)
No
15. Did you vote in the 2016 Presidential Election?
Yes
No
Prefer not to answer
a. If yes, who did you vote for?
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Donald J. Trump, Republican Candidate
Hillary Rodham Clinton, Democratic Candidate
3rd Party Candidate
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol
Interview Protocol
Good morning/afternoon/evening [name],
I wanted to thank you again for participating in this study and for joining me in today’s
interview.
To start, I want to share a little bit about myself. I am a doctoral degree candidate at Seton Hall
University studying higher education administration. This research topic is exploring the impact
of the 2016 presidential election on LGBTQ+ identifying people who were undergraduate
students at the time of the election itself. More specifically, the study hopes to identify the ways
in which LGBTQ+ undergraduate students in 2016 lived and experienced the election of Donald
J. Trump, and how that shaped their college-going experiences before, during, and after the
election and during President Trump’s tenure in office. I also wanted to remind you that this
interview will take 60 minutes today.
For this interview, I will record our discussion to ensure that I capture your experiences
accurately and in detail. Please let know if you still consent to this? Additionally, at any point
during this interview, if you wish to stop, please let me know. You can also let me know if there
is any information during the interview you wish for me to redact. As stated in the Informed
Consent Form that you signed, your name will not be used, but rather the pseudonym that you
selected (or was chosen for you) from the initial demographic survey you completed. All other
identifiable information will be kept confidential and will not be revealed in the results of this
study.
As a reminder, (pseudonym selected in survey/assigned) is the name you will be referred to for
the remainder of this study. Is this still OK with you?
Do you have any questions before we get started?
Let’s begin (start recording)…
Basic Information
1. Can you tell me a little bit about yourself?
2. Are you an “out” member of the LGBTQ+ community?
a. Probe: When in your life did you realize this? Can you talk about your coming out
experience?
b. Follow-up: What were the reactions from your family, friends, etc.?
3. In the survey you completed, you mentioned that you attended X college/university…
a. Follow-up: What factors contributed to your decision to attend this institution?
Undergraduate Experiences
4. Can you talk about your undergraduate experiences and what it was like being a student at that
university?
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a. Follow-up (based on response from Q1): What was it like being a member of the
LGBTQ+ community at your school?
b. Probe: During your undergraduate career, what organizations were you involved in on
campus?
c. Probe: Did you feel like your campus was a safe space for your specific identity? Why
or why not?
d. Probe: Could you tell me about any space on campus that you did not feel were safe to
discuss these topics?
5. For the purpose of this question, I am defining “diversity and inclusion” as topics that include
issues in race, immigration, LGBTQ+ policies, and social justice. With that in mind, could you
tell me about any settings on campus where you were able to engage in conversations about
diversity and inclusion?
2016 Presidential Election Involvement
6. In what ways have you participated in local, state, and presidential elections?
7. In what ways were you engaged in the 2016 election?
a. What were the motivations that drove you to get involved in the 2016 election?
b. If you were not engaged/did not get involved, what prevented you from doing so?
8. If you can remember, can you discuss the events that were happening on campus to prepare
for the election?
a. Follow-up: As a student, what events did you attend or participate in that were geared
towards the general election?
b. Follow-up: Can you recall the student organizations and/or departments that were
spearheading these events? If so, can you name them?
c. Probe: What were the main takeaways you received from attending these events?
d. Probe: Do you feel like the university did their due diligence in offering events that
were geared towards the general election? Do you think more could have been offered?
9. You said on the survey that you were affiliated with the (Republican/Democratic/other/none)
party. Is this still accurate?
a. Follow-up: Who did you vote for in the 2016 presidential election? Why?
Experiences during the Night of the 2016 Presidential Election
10. Can you talk about the night of the 2016 election?
a. Where were you?
b. In what ways did you observe the election night results? News? Social media?
Texting? Any other media not mentioned?
c. Probe: What were your initial reactions to what you were observing?
d. Probe: How did your peers react to results as they were coming in?
11. When the results were finally in, what was your reaction to the outcome?
12. As an individual who identifies as LGBTQ+, what did the election of Donald Trump mean to
you?
13. Did you have any concerns with Trump being President? a. If so, can you elaborate on those
concerns?
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Post-Election Reflection
14. If you can remember, how did the institution respond to the outcome of the 2016 presidential
election?
15. Post-election, did you feel as though your institution actively provided a space for students to
reflect on the results?
a. Probe: How was the campus doing this?
16. Throughout Trump’s presidency and since the election, how did his tenure as president
impact you, if at all?
a. Follow-up: How have your opinions of Trump changed, if at all, since his election?
b. Follow-up: In 2020, there was another presidential election where Joe Biden was
elected president. How did you experience of that election compare to your experience in
2016?
17. How has the 2016 election and Trump’s presidency changed your thoughts about politics and
political involvement?
a. Follow-up: Do you think the 2016 election and Trump’s presidency impacted your
hope for the future? How and why?
Final Thoughts and Considerations
18. Is there anything else you’d like to talk about or a topic that you’d like to cover that we did
not get to discuss?
Thank you again for participating in this interview and in this study. Would you be ok for a
follow-up should it be necessary? Thank you.
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